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Thesis Abstract 
 
Kinship and the Saturation of Life among the Kuna of 
Panamá 
 
This thesis is an ethnographic analysis of kinship among the Kuna of the San Blas 
Archipelago of eastern Panamá, which focuses on the creation of bodies and 
persons. San Blas island villages are characterized by a compact layout and a 
burgeoning demographic concentration in relation to space. Despite land is available 
on surrounding mainland areas, the Kuna continue living in nucleated villages, 
emphasizing kinship as the value of a life in spatial and social concentration. By 
describing quotidian life in one Kuna community, this thesis considers what it 
means to live in concentration from a Kuna perspective, and how wellbeing is 
created through daily practices and rituals aimed at contrasting the social 
disengagement, that people consider an effect of domestic splitting, the ramification 
of collateral ties, and illnesses inflicted by invisible pathogenic beings. 
My analysis focuses on two main lines of enquiry: 1) the progression of 
social relations from close to distant. Beginning from the house, where the bodies of 
co-residents are made consubstantial through commensality, the thesis analyses 
marriageability as the management of social distance, and the celebration of 
communal drinking festivals as the re-patterning of relations with different types of 
non-kin (e.g. non co-resident kin, the dead, and pathogenic spirits) for the 
regeneration of fertility and wellbeing. 2) It focuses on the person and discusses how 
adults make sense of babies and processes of body and kinship making in relation to 
non-human beings. 
By describing how ritual and micro-quotidian practices operate according to 
patterns of density and repetition, this thesis demonstrates that concentration and 
saturation are the core notions of sociality and personhood for the Kuna. My 
argument leads me to argue that Kuna life is characterized by saturation. Thus, this 
thesis argues that saturation is interior to the ongoing creation of kinship.  
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A Note on Transcription and Orthography 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Fieldwork for this study was conducted in Spanish and in Kuna language (tule 
kaya). In this thesis, words in both languages are written in italics. Personal names 
and the names of places in either language are not in italics. Several alphabets have 
been used to transcribe the Kuna language, and currently a system of transcription 
has been developed by the Kuna General Congress to form a regional common 
orthography of the Kuna language. In this thesis I follow the system of Kuna 
language transcription initially developed by Holmer (1951) and used by Sherzer 
(2003).  
Singular and plural forms are transcribed according to the way Kuna people 
utter them. The suffixes –kana and –mala are used to pluralize nouns and adjectives; 
the latter is also used to pluralize verbs. The following list gives a basic guideline of 
the orthography used here. 
 
In Kuna language there are five vowels, short (single) or long (double) as 
reported in the following examples: 
a: sana, ‘flesh’; kaa, ‘hot pepper’ 
e: pe, ‘you’; seet, ‘to lead’ 
i: pippi, ‘small’; tii, ‘water’ 
o: opa, ‘maize’; oo, ‘cough’ 
u: ulu, ‘canoe’; muu, ‘grandmother’ 
 
There are four voiced stop consonants:  
p (pronounced b): purpa, ‘soul’ 
t (pronounced d): tule, ‘people’ 
k (pronounced g): kunne, ‘eat’ 
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kw (pronounced gw): kwa, ‘seed’ 
 
There are four voiceless spot consonants: 
pp (pronounced p): sappi, ‘tree’ 
tt (pronounced t): tuttu, ‘flower’ 
kk (pronounced k): pakke, ‘buy’ 
kkw (pronounced kw): walikkwa, ‘close’ 
 
Nasal, liquids and the r can also be short or long: 
m: ome, ‘woman’; mimmi, ‘child’ 
n: nuu, ‘bird’; sunna, ‘true’ 
l: ulu, ‘canoe’; pollekwa, ‘far’ 
r: warkwen, ‘one’; serreti, ‘old’  
 
There is a sibilant and an affricate ch: 
s: wisi, ‘know’ 
ch: macheret, ‘man’ 
 
There are two semivowels: 
w: winni, ‘bead’ 
y: daysa, ‘see’  
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Above: Panamá and the Caribbean. Middle: Central and South America. Below: 
Kuna Yala 
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    Okopsukkun and Ustupu (map from the village library) 
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Introduction 
The Scale of Life 
 
 
 
 
 
 
San Blas is an archipelago of inshore atolls situated a few hundred yards off the 
Atlantic coast of Panamá bordering the Darién rainforest, just north west of the 
Colombian border. The idea for this thesis initially came to me as a gut feeling when 
I took my first walk in Okopsukkun, a Kuna village located on the largest atoll of 
the San Blas Archipelago. I first arrived in Okopsukkun in November 2002, and 
after introducing myself and getting permission to do fieldwork from the chiefs and 
villagers, they suggested that I used Nixia Pérez, a woman in her late thirties who 
had until recently lived in Panamá City, as my interpreter to solve what at the time 
was a communication barrier. During the late morning of the next day, Nixia came 
to visit me. I asked her to take me for a walk around the village so I could get an 
inside view of what, from the airplane the day before, appeared to be a compact and 
crowded atoll with a proliferation of houses right up to its edges. Nixia and I made 
our way from the house to the sandy pathways behind. Along our way, we passed a 
few women leaning against a small store, chatting, colourfully attired in mola 
blouses and golden necklaces reflecting the sunlight. One woman had a bunch of 
plantains on the ground at her feet and another was carrying a child who burst into 
tears when it looked at me. As we went along, I saw men walking swiftly with 
bundles of plantains on log carriers, one or two of them followed by a woman 
carrying a basket of coconuts on her back. I looked at some children walking silently 
together, carefully carrying metal pots of food. We turned off this larger path and 
into a maze of smaller, fenced alleys, which sometimes allowed for only one person 
to pass through at a time. These alleys criss-cross through cluttered houses, built 
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wall to wall, in closeness. Above the alleys, the thatched house roofs almost touch 
one another and I remember thinking that the paths were like tunnels dug out among 
the buildings. I followed behind Nixia, and as we walked along I thought how easily 
a stranger could lose any sense of orientation inside a Kuna village. Indeed I had 
practical reasons for thinking this, since it took me a long time before I could get to 
houses located in different areas of the village on my own. At the same time, during 
the time I lived in Okopsukkun, each day I watched groups of children around six or 
seven years old, confidently making their way along the entangled village pathways, 
carrying metal pots of food or messages from house to house. I watched the flow of 
people walking and meeting on these roads, chatting and laughing, and sneaking a 
glimpse through the cane walls to see what was going on inside the houses. I have 
vivid memories about the social intensity of Kuna life, where those living in one 
settled and crowded village are constantly available to one another. When I came 
back from my first walk, I asked myself what it might mean for a Kuna person to 
live in constant availability to others, in a compact and nucleated village.  
I have chosen to recount this anecdote because it evokes the main themes of 
this thesis. The fieldwork I envisaged for my doctorate among the San Blas Kuna, 
was intended to study non-market exchanges, food transmissions, and the broader 
circulation of tangible and intangible elements (e.g. substances, souls, objects, or 
knowledge) between Kuna persons and other beings in everyday life, focusing on 
Kuna notions of persons, bodies, and sociality. These are themes that the 
conspicuous literature available on the San Blas Kuna mention, yet almost never 
deal with, as Howe noted in the late 1980s for non-market exchanges, unanalyzed in 
the extant literature (2002 [1986]: 26-27). During fieldwork, the line of research I 
was pursuing pointed towards kinship as the broader area of my enquiry, linked to 
the intimate but also overwhelmingly dense social contexts in which actions and 
modes of relating were put into effect by people in their large, settled, and 
demographically dense village. 
As it frequently came out in spontaneous conversations or anecdotal stories, 
people in Okopsukkun attribute value to the large scale of their ordinary existence. 
They frequently say that they live ‘in concentration’ with their kinspersons 
(kwenatkan kwamakke), and they contrast their compact village to the scattered 
settlements of mainland Kuna people living on the Colombian border, or non-Kuna 
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Darién dwellers and, also to forest animals, or spirits said to dwell in imposing trees 
and rocks, and to ghosts roaming the uninhabited neighbouring islands next to 
Ustupu1. The distinction between the Kuna and a mosaic of non-Kuna peoples is 
phrased in terms of their different histories, their settlements, their social practices, 
and their bodies, in turn the outcome of these distinctive modes of living, knowing, 
and acting. For instance, spirits and ghosts are said to be anus-less. They lack the 
capacity to eat and digest food and therefore lack the ability to create human bodies 
as Kuna people do through acts of nurture. White people (merki, literally ‘outsiders’, 
‘not from here’) have pills which effectively cure bodies in their ‘physicality’ 
(sanalet), but they lack forest medicines and shamanic chants to cure spiritual 
maladies inflicted by invisible pathogenic beings (ponikana). In this thesis I 
examine how the bodies of Kuna human beings are made and how the distinctive 
crowdedness of Kuna everyday life is interior to the ongoing creations of 
consubstantial persons and kin. 
Okopsukkun, like most Kuna villages, stretches along the San Blas 
Archipelago; it is characterized by its large size and compact layout. The island of 
Ustupu supports two contiguous villages (Ustupu and Okopsukkun), 
demographically dense in relation to space, with borders that are invisible to 
foreigner’s eyes. In the 1970s, Prestan calculated the total population of the two 
villages at about 3,200, with 400 houses distributed on an atoll of about one square 
kilometre (1975). In the 2000s, there is a population of around 5,000, and the edges 
of the atoll have been progressively enlarged little by little by refilling the 
surrounding shallow waters with pebbles and coral to build additional houses. The 
island of Ustupu is contiguous to other uninhabited atolls, but their land has not been 
used to build new houses. Since land is readily available, I wondered why people 
continue to extend the edges of their atoll instead of spreading out onto the 
neighbouring ones. Given the highly formal and legally organized character of the 
village, including an autonomously operating system of secular offices of land titles, 
communal taxes and fees, permission to travel, schedules of communal work, and 
the managing of developmental projects by outside agents, I wondered whether 
some regulation prevented villagers from building their houses on a nearby atoll. I 
                                                
1 Some Kuna villages are situated in the mainland rainforest in the Bayano region, along the upper 
Chucunaque River and the Tuira River, and in the areas of the Colombian Urabá Gulf. 
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was told that most land on the neighbouring atolls had already been parcelled out 
and sold to islanders, envisaging village expansion. The people with whom I lived in 
Okopsukkun, almost all said that keeping the village nucleated fulfils the desire of 
living in closeness and wellbeing with kin, even though some of them later moved 
temporarily to Panamá City seeking education or wage labour. They also stressed 
that domestic splitting, even if done peacefully and sociably, always creates 
distance, and great effort is put into maintaining closeness with kinspersons living in 
separate houses in the village. Central to the nature of the village is the presence of 
overlapping and ramified cognatic groups spread out in different houses and graded 
in terms of closeness or distance according to contexts and practices.  
If people consider it inevitable to set up apart in a new house at some point 
because families grow in size, everyday life in the village attests to this ongoing 
concern to evade social distance by fostering consubstantial relations through 
commensality, food transmissions, and mutual support. In particular contexts, these 
overlapping and ramified cognatic groups claim to be one large group of kin where 
people live peacefully (po taet).  
However, although the ideal of living ‘without problems’ (poni satte, 
meaning without illnesses, fighting, and radical emotional manifestations such as 
anger, jealousy, sadness) exists, and living nucleated is constantly extolled, there is 
also great acknowledgment of the difficulties and ongoing struggles that this entails. 
The reality of everyday life is Janus-faced and shows all the failed attempts at living 
peacefully and sociably. For example brawls breakout among villagers when 
someone rebuilds a slightly larger house too close to that of a neighbour or occludes 
an already narrow pathway, or tensions develop over unequal distribution of 
productive work, land, food, or purchased goods among co-residents. This keeps the 
struggle of living well open to the intricacies of Kuna life, and the personal and 
shared stories of people. Imagining life in Okopsukkun as homogeneously 
harmonious runs the risk of statically upholding ideal principles instead of 
embracing the messy reality of life.  
This dissertation is neither intended to be a study of demographic 
augmentation nor a study on the interface between demography and ecology. Rather 
it is an ethnographic account and analysis of social relations and the particular hold 
that a life lived in crowdedness has for the people who live it. In this study, Kuna 
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life is understood through the notion of saturation (which I describe later) and it 
demonstrates how saturation is embedded in ongoing micro-quotidian gestures and 
ritual actions to create kinship, bodies, and persons. As mentioned above, the main 
idea for this dissertation came to me as a gut feeling during my first walk around the 
village. This translates into the analytical question this study aims to address, that is 
what it might mean for Okopsukkun people to live in saturation. Intra-village 
exchanges remain a central theme, particularly in relation to food transmission and 
commensality and also account for the significance of nurture and the establishing 
of nourishing relations needed to bring kinship into being. However, this is not, 
strictu sensu, a study of transactions; rather it is a study of how transactions as well 
as other actions are made according to patterns of saturation regenerating the 
viability of Kuna life. Moreover, the problem of social distance is addressed through 
an ethnographic account of the drinking festivals celebrated in Okopsukkun, which 
re-pattern the social distance inside the village and the ontological distance between 
living people and other beings, including the dead and pathogenic spirits. From the 
point of view of the edges of this saturated atoll, the outside offers materials, food, 
forest medicines, knowledge, money, purchased items, and immaterial elements 
which are brought inside, and according to patterns of saturation, rendered properly 
Kuna. Therefore, this thesis is mainly about a mode of relating inside Kuna 
communities, which also touches on the way distance and alterity are dealt with 
inside the village, in the mild form of social distance between co-villagers, and 
outside the village in relations with a mosaic of outside beings. 
 
1. The Research Context 
My fieldwork in Okopsukkun spanned a period of fifteen months between 
November 2002 and December 2004, with a previous five months of preliminary 
research with some Kuna families who had resettled in Panamá City, where I 
intended to study the interrelation between non-market and market exchanges in 
relation to wage labour and gender. Among other reasons, the intensity of non-
market exchanges between urban dwellers and people living in San Blas, and 
frequent statements regarding food transmissions as the proper mode of living in 
San Blas, convinced me to embark on fieldwork there for my doctorate.  
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Similar to the western provinces of Panamá (Young 1971; Gudeman 1976; 
Gjording 1991; Rudolf 1999), the region of Eastern Panamá – comprising the Darién 
rainforest, the Bayano Lake and the Archipelago of San Blas – is a remote area of 
the country. Compared to the vibrant commercial and international trading areas of 
the inter oceanic canal, between the two major Panamanian cities of Panamá and 
Colón, rural and rainforest areas share a similar condition of economical and 
physical isolation, despite agrarian and political reforms in the 1970s meant to 
revitalize such areas. An aspect distinguishing the Pacific and the Atlantic side of 
Eastern Panamá is that in the former there are small towns of mixed population 
(Afro-Caribbean descendants, Emberá indigenous people, and cholos, ‘peasants’) 
while the latter forms the semi autonomous territory of Kuna people, obtained as a 
reserve in 1938 and now known as Comarca Kuna Yala2. A consequence of this is 
the absence of extractive industries and farms in the Kuna territory, and the presence 
of outsiders is under the strict regulation of Kuna regional congresses and local 
communities. This introversion, substantiated by an ideal of autonomy and socio-
spatial insularity, is reflected in the landscape, which is dominated by crowded Kuna 
atolls and vast uninhabited forested areas with cultivated gardens for subsistence 
production at the foot of the rolling hills of the Darién rainforest and its short rivers 
flowing precipitously to the Caribbean sea.  
San Blas is a linguistically and culturally homogenous area, inhabited almost 
exclusively by the Kuna3. The Archipelago is about one hundred and forty miles 
long, composed of inshore atolls stretching out from Punta San Blas (9 17’ 46’’ N) 
to Puerto Obaldia (78 20’ 39’’ W) on the frontier with Colombia. According to the 
                                                
2 The reserve was established after an armed revolt of some Kuna in response to violent acculturative 
attempts by the Panamanian state. Panamá gained independence from Colombia in 1903, and the 
initial attempts at incorporating the indigenous population into the newly created state was left to 
missionaries. In 1915, an administrative unit was created in San Blas, with more systematic and 
violent governmental attempts to suppress Kuna “culture”, for instance through the prohibition of 
drinking festivals, traditional attire, and dances.  The U.S. government in Panamá for the canal 
facilitated the negotiation between the Kuna and the Panamanian state. In 1938, San Blas became a 
Kuna reservation. Among others, see Holloman (1969), Howe (1974, 1986, 2004), Stier (1979), Tice 
(1995). 
3 There is only one community of Afro-Caribbean descendents on the Colombian border (Puerto 
Obaldia). The other communities in San Blas are inhabited by Kuna people. In most villages there is 
basic, often dysfunctional infrastructure, health care, and primary schools. The access of 
missionaries, religious and secular organizations is regulated at regional level by Kuna congresses, 
and by the villages’ political congresses. 
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Panamanian government census of 2000, the total Kuna population is 31,215, 
distributed throughout forty settled villages which stretch across San Blas4.  
The village of Okopsukkun, like all San Blas villages, was originally created 
for the progressive relocation of already nucleated villages from the mainland 
shoreline to the inshore atolls behind. People in Okopsukkun date their migration as 
beginning around the early 1900s. I was told the major reason for the resettling 
process was to move away from the mangrove costal area which is infested with 
mosquitoes (c.f. Stier 1979: 172-181; Chapin 1983: 5-6; Howe 1986: 10). The 
literature reports the relocation of villages as beginning around the 1850s as a 
largely endogenous process without, for instance, the interference of external forces 
such as religious or secular organizations. Moreover, by the 1850s mainland 
communities already had intensive trading relations with outsider sailors demanding 
coconuts and tortoise shells in exchange for money or various goods such as tools, 
shotguns and ammunition, iron pots, large clay pots, china, clothes, needles and 
thread, glass beads, soap, sugar, and salt (Stout 1947: 23, 53-54, 72-77). The 
relocation of villages to inshore atolls expanded engagement in commercial relation 
with traders, U.S.A or Colombian sailors, who later became the exclusive buyers of 
coconuts (c.f. Holloman 1969; Howe 1986: 14). The market of coconut selling, 
unmediated by external agents such as the Panamanian national government, 
constituted and in part still does a substantial economic income for San Blas 
dwellers. The relocation of villages onto inshore atolls coincided with other 
important changes, such as the development of land inheritability (including gardens 
and house-sites), the progressive abandonment of agricultural activities by women, 
the increasing availability of cash, the development of distinctive forms of female 
clothing hand made with purchased fabrics, and the male abandonment of traditional 
forms of body adornment (including large golden earrings and necklaces) in favour 
of western attire. Nonetheless, a homogeneous depiction of the San Blas Kuna fails 
                                                
4 The total estimated population of Kuna living in Panamá is 61,707. The census calculates 24,133 
Kuna in the province of Panamá and 3,235 in Colón. In provinces of Panamá, the Kuna population is 
reckoned as: Bocas del Toro 598; Coclé 93; Chiriquí 316; Darién 1690; Comarca Emberá 14; 
Comarca Ngöbe Bouglé 106, Herrera 148; Los Santos 56; Veraguas 103. The Kuna population has 
increased extraordinarily over the last fifty years. In the 1950s, the population was estimated at 
17,350; in the 1960s at  23,945; in the 1970s at 23,945 and in the 1980s at 27,652 (cf. Howe 1986: 
14). 
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to consider the more subtle definable distinctions according to the specific histories 
of its many communities. 
Kuna villages are in fact geographically distinct units, each one 
corresponding to one atoll. Rarely one atoll has two contiguous villages as a result 
of communal conflicts and fissions. A few communities are located on the coastal 
shoreline. Politically, Kuna villages are autonomous, and they retain a partial 
political and administrative autonomy in relation to the regional Kuna congresses. 
Exchanges of political and ritual services occur at intra-village level, forming 
clusters of allied communities according to the history which has linked them over 
time. These clusters of communities are also defined according to the shared history 
and relations they establish with external agents, such as the Panamanian 
government, accepting or refusing the legal recognition of their communities, and 
later the implementation of primary schools, healthcare services and basic 
infrastructure. These processes should be considered in relation to the construction 
of local communal histories within a regional framework and within the process of 
relating with outside agents as these are understood by Kuna people themselves. 
This is not the direct focus of this study, although it represents an interesting point to 
develop in future analysis.  
 
Research in Okopsukkun 
The people whose lives I discuss in this dissertation live in the village called 
Okopsukkun, translated as the ‘gulf of coconuts’, also referred to as Concepción on 
Panamanian governmental maps. This latter name is not used among Kuna speakers. 
Okopsukkun dwellers call themselves tule, ‘people’, and in this thesis I refer to them 
as such, or as ‘Okopsukkun people’. I use the term ‘islanders’ whenever referring 
generically to San Blas dwellers, in contrast to mainland Kuna dwellers. In 
Okopsukkun, the main language spoken is Kuna (referred to as tule kaya, ‘people’s 
language’). Most speakers are bilingual in Kuna and Spanish, although I rarely 
heard conversations conducted in Spanish. In particular, Okopsukkun women are 
unwilling to talk in wakkaya, ‘the language of foreigners’, although they understand 
and virtually speak Spanish. Elderly male speakers understand some English learned 
from waged labour experiences on the U.S military base of the Canal. There was a 
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curious case of multilingualism. One man was fluent in Kuna, Spanish, English, and 
Japanese which he learned through school education abroad facilitated by religious 
and political organizations. A foreigner spending a certain period of time in 
Okopsukkun is encouraged to speak tule kaya, although conversations might occur 
by mixing Kuna and Spanish. Putting a few sentences together in tule kaya causes 
amazement and praise.  
Previously, the few outsiders who had come to reside in the village for a 
while were mainly Panamanian schoolteachers who lived on their own, and 
therefore did not share the intimate life and rhythms of local houses. My partner and 
I were the first anthropologists to live for any length of time in Okopsukkun and 
particularly in the houses of local people. This surprised most villagers because, as 
they said, white people dislike the intense and crowded way Kuna people live, and 
they were especially curious about our culinary appreciation, or not, for Kuna food 
and homemade drinks. When people realized that we liked their food, we often 
received more than three or four invitations a day to eat in different houses.  
Particularly during the first part of my fieldwork, Nixia Pérez not only 
solved the evident communication barrier, but also introduced me to the intricacies 
of life within a large and saturated community. School educated, in her late thirties 
and a single mother of three children, Nixia had a genuine curiosity for my 
ethnographic work, and she responded with attentiveness by showing me aspects of 
her world which she found intriguing and we discussed these for hours. At the same 
she introduced me to her closer and more ramified relations in the village, so to offer 
me a first web of closer informants, which was later enlarged to other cognatically 
related circles of persons, or knowledgeable specialists, who often spontaneously 
approached me.  
In part, the nature of the ethnographic themes that I set up for this study also 
sets up the conditions and character of my fieldwork in Okopsukkun. To study 
kinship, personhood, and everyday life, I wanted to live with a Kuna family in order 
to share the rhythms and common activities of the house. Thus I contributed as 
much as I could to daily tasks and became integrated into the lives of Kuna families, 
observing how children are raised and how adults make sense of them, exploring the 
basic relations at the core of a house and how people phrase them in their 
spontaneous comments and conversations.  
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Plate 1 – Above: aerial view of a San Blas village. Below: approaching Okopsukkun 
from the mainland 
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Plate 2 - Above: aerial view of the islands of Ustupu and Ustupir. Below: awaiting 
the arrival of the airplane on the mainland 
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Plate 3 – Above: a view of Okopsukkun. Below: inside the village 
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Therefore, my web of informants included a variety of persons, men and 
women, older and younger, and not necessarily knowledgeable in ritual, political, or 
curing expertise in the village, but knowledgeable according to their lived 
experience. As the regeneration of wellbeing is a fundamental aspect in the process 
of making persons through the consumption of herbal and animal medicines, I also 
engaged in discussions with specialists, botanical experts (ina tuleti), midwives 
(muu), and the singer of curing songs (ikar wisi). Previous anthropological work on 
Kuna curing practices and rituals tend to depict the aetiology of illnesses as a reified 
system of knowledge detached from the lived contexts in which such knowledge is 
put into effect and from social relations, often creating a too clear cut opposition 
between specialists, their knowledge, and the mundane or the day-to-day sphere of 
life. As shown implicitly in this work, medicines or shamanistic discourses are 
pervasive aspects of life as they constitute, in a phenomenological sense, the field of 
social relations with other beings (including white people, pathogenic beings, forest 
animals, plants, and so on) that people acquire knowledge about progressively in the 
course of their lived experience5.  
In general, people in Okopsukkun considered us as their ‘own’ white people, 
frequently saying that the neighbouring village Ustupu had its own white people. 
This influenced the nature of much of my work. I decided to set up the unit of this 
study in the community of Okopsukkun, focusing mainly on what I observed there, 
and limiting the web of my informants to Okopsukkun villagers. I am not suggesting 
that other fieldwork settings, for instance inter-villages and regionally focused 
approaches, are not appropriate, rather that this was the form that my fieldwork took 
in relation to its main themes and the modes of relating that my informants and I 
developed together in the course of fieldwork. For instance, at the beginning, a main 
concern for some of my informants was that I had no kinspersons in the village. This 
took expression in a series of spontaneous, disturbing questions about whether my 
Italian kinspersons would take my corpse back home in case I died in the village. 
Over time, Nixia started to address me as her ‘younger sister’ (puna), and her family 
treated us with fondness and care as foster kinspersons.  
                                                
5 Kane aptly points out for the Panamanian Emberá of the Darién Rainforest, the distant neighbour 
and former enemies of the Kuna, that “shamanic discourse is not limited to use by specialists in ritual 
contexts”, suggesting curing as an interior and integral dimension of Emberá social life (2004 [1994]: 
90). 
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Of course, the ramification of kin ties might spread out over larger areas, as 
the consistent Kuna migration to urban areas demonstrates. Every two months, we 
spent a ten day fieldwork break in Panamá City, diving our time between 
bibliographic research at the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute and the 
network of kinspersons that some people from Okopsukkun wanted us to visit, or 
delivering messages, letters, cassettes, smoked fish or live blue river crabs in cartons 
to their geographically distant kin. In turn, I brought back to the village purchased 
items, chicken meat, money, clothes and several other goods that people requested 
or that their kin had spontaneously sent home. The intensity of everyday 
transmissions can therefore be temporarily recreated between kinspersons living in 
separate places, with the mediation of someone travelling between them, so as to 
foster closeness again.  
 
2. An Ethnography of Saturation: Setting up a Conceptual 
Framework  
Given the ethnographic situation described above, I attempted to understand the 
crowdedness of Kuna ordinary existence as interior to the ongoing creation of 
kinship. When I returned from fieldwork, during the lengthy process of explicitly 
setting out the framework of my thoughts, it was to other ethnographic areas 
presenting similar examples of crowdedness and compact village plans that I turned. 
I found the Pueblo Indians of New Mexico and Arizona the most spectacular 
example of densely nucleated villages (Kroeber 1925; Eggan 1950). Old Hopi multi-
storey villages perch on the spurs of Black Mesa as terraced house blocks, made of 
stones and adobe, and built wall to wall. These households of extended families are 
grouped according to clan affiliation and compose compact blocks with narrow 
thoroughfares converging into open courts6. Nonetheless, most ethnographers have 
done little more than noting that Pueblo Indians live in extremely compact villages, 
and little to analyse what this means for them. For instance, Maitland Bradfield 
(1995: 3) explains village sites were chosen as a defence against marauders and later 
for the encroachment and pressure of the wider national society, and he mentions 
                                                
6 According Maitland Bradfield (1995: 11-12), in the 1900s the Hopi village of Oirabi had a 
population of 880 divided into 147 households distributed on less than 10 acres. 
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that for the last sixty years defence is no longer needed. As such, the site and the 
nature of Pueblo villages remain unanalysed in relation to what motivates 
contemporary Pueblo Indians to keep living the way they do. Therefore, I 
considered Pueblo communities as a paradigmatic example of communities whose 
spatial density and saturation is not accounted for in relation to their symbolic 
temporal and spatial significance in the view of Pueblo Indians about themselves 
and their relations with outsiders.  
Moving from the spatial layout to micro-quotidian practices, I found a 
significant example of saturation in Margaret Mead and Gregory Bateson’s account 
of Bali. Far away from San Blas, one can notice from the plates in Balinese 
Character: a Photographic Analysis (1942) an intense attempt to do things in one 
style manifested by people in Bali, with the element of density well integrated into 
several aspects of everyday and ritual Balinese social practices. Similarly, in 
Okopsukkun I found an attempt at doing things to one style, based on 
multiplications and density, and manifested in several practices and contexts of 
social life. As shown throughout the chapters, this style links to the making of places 
and persons, at the same time being what defines the way a person ought to act in 
order to be a human being and regenerate wellbeing.  
I have called this particular pattern of Kuna life saturation. This concept is 
aimed at rendering, with phenomenological immediacy, so to speak, the intense 
closeness of Kuna social life that people in Okopsukkun describe as characterizing 
and distinguishing them from a spectrum of other living beings populating their 
world. These beings include ghosts who inhabit empty spaces, or spirits who 
privilege less intense and crowded social formations made up of scattered houses, or 
non-Kuna people who live in dense cities but ignore one another. For Okopsukkun 
people, saturation is a quality of their lives, coterminous with their distinctive sense 
of humanity. This humanity is intensely experienced by living together in one 
community and is realized at the level of daily practices. At this level of existence, 
saturation is exhibited in various ways described throughout the chapters, for 
instance in the way people live in close proximity at home and without barriers 
between the hammocks, or in gestures of shared physical proximity, or in their 
village plan where houses are spatially close, with white cane walls allowing a 
glimpse inside, or in the visual density of the female hand made mola blouses, for 
  
29 
which the Kuna are famous worldwide, where the space is filled with iconic 
elements in full saturation. But it is also exhibited in particular types of micro-
actions that recall saturation at the level of subjective experience in embodied terms, 
for instance in distinctive ways of cooking and distributing food, or in the 
continuous gestures of re-adjusting adornments and elements of the usual attire.  
The concept of saturation is aimed at qualifying what, in phenomenological 
terms, Stang (2007) has called the “sense of others”, which a person feels and 
experiences. Among the Kuna, this “sense of others” takes quintessentially saturated 
forms. In sum, I use saturation as an appropriate concept to address concrete, 
phenomenal, and observable aspects of life that I discovered by living in 
Okopsukkun. In this, saturation is a descriptive concept for a general feature or a 
form of social life that I found in Okopsukkun and, more importantly, that people 
say is a distinctive trait of their lives.  
Lévi-Strauss has used the concept of saturation in The future of 
Anthropology (1987 [1984]: 18) apropos language and how the auditory saturation 
of space for birds and the olfactory saturation of space for certain mammals cedes 
among men its purely organic connotations to become symbolic. In my use, 
saturation is not substantively restricted to language or any other predetermined 
class of phenomenon, but maintains its symbolic legacy. In setting up my conceptual 
framework for accounting the quality of Kuna ordinary life, I draw considerable 
inspiration from the work of Nancy Munn. In her account on ‘fame’ in Gawa 
(1986), visible or embodied qualities in actions are regenerative of symbols. Munn 
discusses the symbolism of value production by taking the spacetime character of 
actions, which simultaneously constructs social worlds, the sense of acting selves, 
and the sense of being in the world (ibid: 7). In this, actions are overtly symbolic, 
constituting symbols and being symbols in themselves, generators of the space and 
the time of their diffusion. In the Kuna case, saturation is a social aesthetic of acting 
in particular ways, which regenerate a way of living to which value is given.  
This dissertation is therefore an analysis of Kuna life, which aims at 
describing kinship, and the saturated character of Kuna lives on a subjective and 
collective basis. Interestingly, among the Kuna, there is density, saturation, and 
intensification, but without urbanization or the complexification of social systems, 
as “social evolutionary” theories would presuppose in the change from simple to 
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complex social formations. One of the contemporary ethnographies dealing with 
social evolution is Tuzin’s Social Complexity in the Making (2001), where he 
addresses the question of how, in the Sepik region of North Eastern New Guinea, 
the village of Ilahita reached its unusually large size by regional standards. Despite 
being interesting, this approach seems unsatisfactory when confronted with the 
Okopsukkun situation as people expanded numerically but if and how they became 
socially complex is a matter of debate7. Certainly, there has been a multiplication of 
political offices and the formalization of certain aspects of Kuna political 
organization and an increasing differentiation between political and ritual roles (c.f. 
Howe 1974: 56). But this has not produced social stratification or the development 
of a society in which its constitutive parts or its individuals are hierarchically 
related, as with the State, nor has there been the passive incorporation of elements 
from the outside for the encroachment of the national society, as James Howe 
argues: 
Though San Blas has been incorporated into the Panamanian Republic, 
and the Cuna have borrowed where borrowing seemed useful to them, 
many innovations in their political system have preserved or increased 
their differences with the rest of Panamanian society. The causes of 
their political evolution seem to lie less in acculturation per se than in 
population expansion, the use of writing, and the need to cope with the 
outside powers and other new problems and opportunities (ibid: 56). 
This dissertation is not aimed at discussing the history and changes of 
Okopsukkun through time, but contributes to understand the saturation of life from 
an ordinary perspective and from the perspective of Kuna people on their own lives.  
 
3. Previous Ethnographies on the San Blas Kuna 
My interest in saturation is supported by a specific Kuna literature that has noticed 
density as a pattern of the Kuna aesthetic of space. In particular, Sherzer has noted 
that the Kuna appreciate “nuclear villages rather than to spread out and use the land 
                                                
7 Several authors have discussed the transformation of Kuna society over time, debating if modern 
and contemporary Kuna society is or is not a simplified version of sixteenth-century chiefdoms in the 
Isthmus of Panamá (Stout 1947: 80; Holloman 1969; Helms 1979; Howe1986). 
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maximally” (2001 [1983]: 6) and he has drawn an intriguing parallel between the 
dense layout of Kuna villages and the patterns of space found similarly “in social 
structure, visual art (the women’s mola), and verbal discourse” (2001 [1983]: 5; see 
also Salvador 1997). Sherzer describes the density of San Blas villages as a 
“manifestation of the Kuna aesthetic of space, according to which space should be 
used to the utmost and filled in with a tight, repetitive, well-ordered pattern” (ibid). I 
believe the present study on kinship and saturation might be a useful contribution to 
understanding how this dense aesthetic of Kuna space is also an aesthetic of social 
relations and personhood, and how saturation is interior to the ongoing creation of 
Kuna persons and kinship, therefore not pertaining to a set of predetermined 
practices followed by islanders, but rather to what is constantly recreated and re-
patterned in the course of ordinary existence and gestures.  
Here, I list some relevant anthropological material produced in the second 
half of the twentieth century8. In the 1970s, Holloman (1969; 1976), who first dealt 
with social organization and change in San Blas, argued that no ethnographic study 
had yet been undertaken of San Blas Kuna communities. Despite the voluminous 
miscellaneous and scientific literature available, the social and political organization 
of Kuna villages had not been the object of extensive enquiry as it was in the 1970s 
with a rich body of ethnographic work written by Holloman (ibid) and Howe (1974, 
1976, 1979, 1985, 1986). Before the 1970s, introductory information was included 
in the two major studies available at the time, notably the posthumous compendium 
of fieldwork notes and documents collected by Nordenskiöld in collaboration with 
the Kuna Rubén Perez (1938), and the general survey on acculturation among the 
San Blas Kuna by Stout (1947). Holloman and Howe analysed a number of aspects 
touched on in this thesis (e.g. kinship, the domestic cycle, marriage, land tenure), 
which I quote and discuss over the chapters and, whenever appropriate, I signal the 
difference in the approach taken here. 
Other researchers have worked in San Blas, including Chapin (1983) who 
produced an ethnographic account of Kuna curing, based on fieldwork carried out in 
the neighbouring village of Ustupu and interviews with elderly curing specialists 
                                                
8 There is a voluminous literature available on San Blas, composed of various anthropological 
investigations carried out over several decades and second hand library re-analyses. See Howe (1974, 
1986), Holloman (1968), and Stier (1979) for overviews of earlier historical accounts. 
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from Okopsukkun. Prestan (1975) analysed drinking festivals and the use of 
fermented beer among the Kuna, and also conducted research in Ustupu. Stier 
(1979) has written on demographic augmentation and its impact on agriculture, and 
Severi (1993) has produced an excellent body of studies on Kuna memory and the 
image of white people in Kuna therapeutic rituals and chants. The other important 
enquiry in Kuna studies is the theme of visual art and material production and in 
particular mola. Salvador (1978) focuses on the aesthetic criteria of mola realization 
and Tice (1995) on the commercialization of mola. Hirschfeld (1977) writes on 
Kuna art from a structural-Marxist perspective and Sherzer (1983, 1990, 2003) has 
produced a large body of work concerning Kuna verbal art and the ethnography of 
speaking, which offers a deep insight into the Kuna world. The art of being Kuna: 
Layers of Meaning among the Kuna of Panama (1997), is an excellent edited 
volume of updated contributions on the San Blas Kuna and is concerned with some 
of the most salient aspects of Kuna culture presented by the anthropologists who 
have worked with them9. Over the chapters, I draw from nearly all of these studies, 
although my primary aim has been to provide an ethnographic account based on 
what Okopsukkun people told me about their lives.  
 
4. The scale of life in “Greater Amazonia” 
Kinship, bodies, and personhood have been the mainstay of Amazonian 
ethnographies and ethnographic theories over the last three decades (Overing 
Kaplan 1977; Seeger et all 1979; Viveiros de Castro 2001; Vilaça 2002, 2005), 
showing cogently the importance of ethnographic enquiries not aimed at fitting the 
observed material into pre-decided categories for the sake of anthropological 
analysis, but aimed at reasoning through the categories emerging from the 
ethnographic material itself10. Over the years, we have come to appreciate Amazonia 
not as a homogeneous space, which would presuppose taking a particular aspect of 
social organization as typical of the whole area, but as a mosaic of diversity. Over 
                                                
9 For more recent ethnographic work among the Kuna see Martínez Mauri (2007) and Fortis (2008). 
10 Of course, Amazonia is not a homogeneous area and there are considerable differences in the 
theoretical styles of ethnographies. Viveiros de Castro (1996) describes three styles underlying recent 
Amazonian ethnographies: “the political economy of people”, “the moral economy of intimacy”, and 
“the symbolic economy of alterity”. 
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the following chapters I engage in discussions, and make comparative notes with 
some of these studies in relation to the challenges I set up for the present thesis.  
Having said this, an obvious observation concerns the nature of these 
comparative notes found throughout this study on Kuna kinship and saturation. 
These could be read as an arbitrary negation of the large geographical distance 
between San Blas and Amazonia, or as an attempt at obscuring different histories 
and present time realities so as to flatten and homogenize them. I believe the 
question is about the entity we call Amazonia, and about how we come to imagine 
this entity during the course of our studies. In the frame of earlier classifications and 
typologies of Amerindian societies, Steward in the Handbook of South American 
Indians (1948), notes certain similarities between the Kuna and “Tropical Forest 
Tribes”. In his fourfold classification of South American cultures, which include 
“Marginal”, “Tropical Forest”, “Central Andean”, and “Circum-Caribbean”, 
Steward classes the Kuna as of the Circum-Caribbean type, but as sharing 
technological aspects and material culture with the Tropical Forest area, and 
differing by living in denser populations, settled villages and composed of non kin 
groups (see also Stout 1947: 16). 
More recently, in the field of linguistic analysis, Amazonia is not a 
substantively restricted geographical area. Beyer, Michael, and Sherzer (2002: 121-
145) use the term “greater Amazonia” to describe the distribution of linguistic 
phenomena in contiguous areas spanning from Panamá and Colombia to the Central 
Brazilian highlands, suggesting the existence of a wider and long-standing 
linguistic-cultural region11. I found the concept of “greater Amazonia” useful as an 
area not substantively restricted in geographical terms, but as the wider entity where 
extensive material and immaterial exchanges have existed, as both archaeological 
and historical studies demonstrate.  
The comparative notes spread over the chapters are the result of my thinking 
about what Okopsukkun people have told me about their world, and the 
ethnographic and theoretical contribution made by some recent Amazonian studies 
have actively helped the process of my understanding Kuna kinship in relation to the 
making of persons and bodies. Therefore, if the social distance between cognatic 
                                                
11 Lev gives more explanation on the term “greater Amazonia” in http://anthroling.wordpress.com 
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groups residing in separate and not interrelated houses of the village is central to the 
character of Okopsukkun, a large number of Amazonian studies on the constitution 
of local groups as consubstantial units have helped me to set up the house as a 
starting point for considering the gradation of social proximity and distance, while at 
the same time viewing the outside as necessary for the reproduction of the inside 
according to the appropriate praxis which Kuna people unanimously understand as 
coterminous with humanity (c.f. among others Rivière 1984; McCallum 2001; 
Overing 1983-1984; Overing and Passes 2000; Vilaça 2002). Consanguinity is taken 
less as given, as Viveiros de Castro argues in his Gut feelings about Amazonia 
(2001), but more as created over time, and its creation, among the Kuna, goes along 
with the making of wellbeing and healthy bodies in facing maladies, seen as a form 
of disengagement from the world of humans and the world of kinship. Moreover, 
because of the level of social distance present in Okopsukkun, I have drawn on 
recent discussions regarding the symbolic value attached to categories of alterity and 
their significance in the constitution of sociality (ibid). 
Nonetheless, the question of saturation and the large nature of Kuna villages 
open up a number of considerations about the scale of life, largely implicit in the 
present study. From recent archaeological and historical analysis, it is now largely 
agreed that the current situation found among Amazonians, often characterized by 
small sized and fragmented settlements, is the result of colonial domination and 
genocide, and is not representative of pre-colonial times, when larger conglomerates 
of villages and cities existed (Heckenberger et al 2008). The scale of life represents 
a complex contemporary problem in the tragic histories of some Amazonian 
peoples. This concerns the dramatic demographic reduction faced by some groups, 
nonetheless showing extraordinary volition, struggle, and a series of strategies to 
continue their existence in the desire of recreating a life on a larger scale for 
themselves. For instance, Gow observes for the Piro that if we consider their recent 
history, we are forced to see it as a continuous struggle to “live at a certain scale” 
(2001: 310)12. These strategies may involve voluntary (but often violently forced) 
processes of relocation and sedentarisation in larger settlements, often in proximity 
                                                
12 In the 19th and 20th centuries, the ancestors of the Piro suffered enslavement and oppression, which 
informed their potent desire to become autonomous from white rubber bosses, and make their 
villages a place to live well, according to the values of kinship (1998, 2001). 
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to previous enemies, comporting processes of pacification and the maintenance of 
relations (Grotti 2007). This also concurs with problems of how indigenous people 
engage with the national society and how this is perceived. Therefore, instead of 
producing temporally flattened accounts of Amazonians, some ethnographies 
consider change in terms of how people perceive it and in terms of long-term 
continuity. Stolze Lima discusses the demographic reduction of the Yudjá inviting 
her readers to “image a group which numbered two thousand in 1842, two hundred 
in 1884, hundred and fifty in 1896, forty in 1916 and thirty seven in 1950” (2005: 
75). However, she suggests considering Yudjá social life not as a system 
impoverished of some of its constitutive parts, but as a system operating on a 
different scale. Of course, the saturation of Okopsukkun is in stark contrast to the 
situation of some contemporary Amazonians vexed by demographic reduction, it 
does however plunge us into the other extreme of self-scaling, that of demographic 
augmentation. Kuna ethnography demands that we explore at once the physical and 
symbolic aspects of spatial saturation, that is how saturation is inscribed in ordinary 
praxis to create, manifest and reproduce a life in fullness that is distinctively Kuna. 
I would like to suggest that there is a certain possibility to consider a fit 
between these different realities faced by Amerindians, linking the fervent volition 
of living within a certain scale of life they find appropriate for themselves, with their 
constant struggles.  
 
5. Summary of the Thesis 
This thesis is composed of seven chapters. The first chapter introduces Okopsukkun 
in relation to space and time categories, and social relations. Beginning with a brief 
overview of the village and its story from the narratives of its inhabitants, the 
chapter introduces the problem of how spatial and social configuration, made of 
autonomous households and cognatic groups, has developed through time. It focuses 
on the process of making the village and on the developmental cycle of residential 
households, highlighting their interrelations. Moreover, the chapter introduces ideals 
regulating Kuna everyday sociability and some basic ontological principles 
emerging from the spontaneous conversations of villagers about their daily life, in 
contrast to the life of other beings. As some villagers suggest, living alone means the 
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possibility of encountering ghosts and the importance of living in a compact and 
saturated village was explained in terms of this. Therefore, the chapter aims at 
introducing basic features of Kuna life in relation to the village, its houses and social 
relations.  
Chapter two discusses density and multiplications at mealtime, sketching out 
the significance of nurture and its intimate link to experiences and 
conceptualizations of social relations. Cooking, distributing, and eating ‘real food’ 
(tule masi) manifest the saturation of Kuna life at the level of micro-quotidian 
gestures and embodied praxis. I discuss the role of food dispensers and food 
consumers, showing that these correspond to different positions in the life cycle and 
in the cycle of kin relations. It is argued that the praxis of food preparation and its 
visual display are icons of Kuna houses, where the body of its inhabitants is 
physically reproduced.  
Chapters three and four explore social distance in the village, with a focus on 
drinking festivals (chapter three) and marriage (chapter four). The ethnographic 
focus of chapter three is on drinking festivals, as occasions in which life becomes 
even more saturated and articulated on a supra-household level, with the village re-
configured along lines of friendship and affinal relations, and also extending further 
the levels of human kinship categories to incorporate relations with non-humans. 
This lead me to sketch out the parallels, inversions and transformations existing 
between the saturation of inna festivals and its ordinary manifestations in the 
everyday lives of Kuna people, and how fermented beer operates to reduce the 
social distance between villagers living in separate houses and between villagers and 
other beings, which are told to come and drink. Chapter four considers the logic of 
Kuna marriage. It discusses ideals and practices concerning marriages contracted 
within the village and the area of people falling into the category of socially distant 
kin. It shows the ideal of contracting marriages between persons linked in the 
ascending generations through common relatives so as to reproduce closer kinship 
links in the present. The chapter moves from a more structural analysis of Kuna 
marriages to an exploration of kinship idioms and practices to create social 
proximity and distance. Kinship idioms centre on the body, and marriageability 
concurs with practices meant to processually fabricate the gendered body and 
encourage proper sexual relations. 
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Chapters five and six narrow the focus on kinship and bodies to the way 
relations are brought into being in the first stages of the life of a Kuna person with 
the purpose of looking at the making of bodies, persons and kinship in the light of 
subjective experiences. Chapter five explores conception, couvade and the process 
of birth in Okopsukkun. In line with the Kuna social aesthetic of crowdedness, the 
birth ritual performs multiple separations of the foetal body, firstly with the cutting 
of the umbilical cord and the ceremonial separation of the foetal body into two 
halves; the newborn and the placenta. Secondly, the separation is reduplicated some 
days after the birth, when the umbilical piece attached to the child’s navel drops off. 
Therefore, the chapter shows how multiplications are at the core of Kuna sociality as 
much as they are the core of the creation of living persons. Chapter six analyses the 
first stages of the life cycle of a Kuna person, when its attachment to the house and 
the world of living is still tenuous and great effort is spent in reducing the risks of 
mortality and maladies, seen as a form of extreme disengagement from kinship. The 
bodies of kinspersons and their wellbeing are created, nurtured and fostered in the 
mutual enjoyment of a life in crowdedness and saturation, where saturation is the 
crux of humanity from a Kuna point of view. The chapter focuses on the process of 
raising children, and how Kuna adults make sense of them, showing 
intersubjectivity at the core of Kuna notions of personhood from the earliest stages 
of life. 
In the final chapter, this thesis turns to examine the question of what is at the 
edges of a life in saturation, and it shows how gender comes into play in the relation 
between the exterior and the interior of a village by examining the gendered forms 
that clothing takes among the Kuna. While Kuna women dress in their mola attire, 
Kuna men do not, wearing shop bought clothes instead. To speak about mola 
plunges us into issues of history and memory, and of how the character of Kuna life, 
framed within patterns of saturation and density, throws up questions about the 
edges of a life in saturation. One of the problems touched on in the chapter is how 
gendered aspects of clothing for the Kuna reflect the relations that men and women 
have with the interior and the exterior of their saturated community. I make the point 
that female clothes, made from purchased materials and sewn using distinctive Kuna 
techniques, make visible the more general ideas that inform Kuna social life 
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involving conjugality and opposite sex relations. Clothes draw together the aesthetic 
of body ornamentation with an aesthetic of social relations in saturation. 
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Chapter One 
Saturation in its Context 
 
 
 
A description of Kara villages and house-sites at work shows the crafting of 
landscape into something that resembles what can no longer be seen, but merely traced in 
memory and imagined when traversing the now abandoned interior  
(Susanne Küchler, Malanggan 2002) 
 
 
 
Ghosts live in empty spaces  
(Wagala, commenting on the dense layout of Okopsukkun) 
 
 
  
An aerial view over San Blas is a privilege of contemporary times. The airplane 
service to the archipelago began in the 1950s and the first airstrip on the island of 
Ustupu was built in 195713. From the national airport in Panamá City, located on 
land previously annexed to the USA military base on the canal, daily flights travel to 
most San Blas islands with landing strips. From the air, one immediately gets an 
idea of eastern Panamá as a remote jungle area, cut off from the vibrant commercial 
cities of Panamá and Colón. When the plane breaks through the clouds of the 
Atlantic Cordillera, the uninhabited interiors offer a spectacular glimpse along the 
Caribbean Coast and the peripheral string of small San Blas atolls along the sandy 
and mangrove shorelines of the mainland coast.  
                                                
13 Since 1930, inter-island transport has been secured by motorboats and canoes. A school-educated 
man in Okopsukkun has a type written document reporting that in 1939 the motorboat Esfera 
travelled monthly from Ustupu to Colón, with the purpose of recruiting temporary Kuna employees 
for the military base of the Panamá Canal, where the Kuna had a working agreement. See Howe 
(1998) and Margiotti (1999). 
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From the plane, some atolls appear extensively planted with coconut groves, 
while others are entirely covered with thatch-roofed houses built up to the edges of 
the islands. These inshore atolls, with a full saturation of houses, are in sharp 
contrast to the vast mainland rainforest that spreads behind them. From the air, a 
view of canoes traversing the sea suggests that the lives of San Blas Kuna people are 
connected to the surrounding marine and forest habitat for subsistence fishing, 
hunting and agricultural activities and for exploiting materials necessary to their 
livelihood. The mainland coastline is the site of cultivated gardens and all Kuna 
villages require the forest as a quotidian source of raw materials, water, gardens 
planted with fruit trees, coconut palms and crops, animals and medicinal plants in 
the daily coming and going of islanders14. 
The Kuna have resettled their villages from the banks of mainland rivers to 
the atolls and the lives of contemporary people are framed contiguously to the forest 
as the land of Kuna history. No village would frame its identity, concretely and 
metaphorically, by cutting off this historical legacy to the mainland rainforest as the 
location of previous villages, no longer existing but there, in the narrations of 
contemporary living people. Everyday village life and the underlying sociality is 
framed by a “pattern of bi-focalization”, to borrow an expression from Küchler 
(2002: 23), whereby an insular village is paired to the portion of sea surrounding it 
and the mainland rainforest beyond, where most cultivated gardens, medicines and 
raw materials are located and where former life in the forest was situated.  
When the airplane lands on the airstrips along the mainland shoreline, visual 
impressions are encompassed by an overwhelming quietness. The journey to reach a 
village ends by crossing the sea for about half an hour in a dugout canoe. Kuna 
villages in the distance seem almost sleepy places and the sight of them immediately 
evokes the sense of alternative living sites positioned as compact nuclei at the edges 
                                                
14 However, this is more than an issue of subsistent survival, which gives to Kuna villages and their 
adjacent mainland forest the character of contiguous spaces, in relation to a spatial, experiential and 
symbolic legacy.  Like many Amazonians (Descola 1992; Viveiros de Castro 1998), the Kuna live in 
a world layered and filled by other living beings (including animal and tree entities, spirits and 
ghosts), which exist beyond ordinary visual appearance (cf. Fortis 2008).  The sea, as the 
contemporary preferential location of Kuna insular villages, has been incorporated, technically and 
symbolically, into the meaningful geography of Kuna lived places (cf. Martinez 2007), with spirits 
and other beings filling invisible marine forests and rivers.  The intimate link between Kuna villages 
and the surrounding landscape is a manifestation of Kuna “situated-ness in the land”, as 
Heckenberger (2005: 192) suggests, “part and parcel of a techno-economic system and a worldview, 
a cultural aesthetic, of settled village life”. 
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of an extensively known and lived geography. As most Okopsukkun people say, a 
good life is a life in a compact and crowded village, where people live tightly and 
relations are intense and multiple. A Kuna village, paired with the forest and 
characterized for its crowded livelihood and compact layout, is the manifestation of 
an ongoing and intentional quest for a life in the closeness and fullness of ties. This 
chapter introduces the problem of how the village spatial and social configurations, 
made of autonomous households and ramified cognatic groups, have develop 
through time. It focuses on the process of making the village and on the 
developmental cycle of residential households, highlighting their interrelations. 
Moreover, the chapter introduces ideals regulating Kuna everyday sociability and 
some basic ontological principles emerging from the spontaneous conversations of 
villagers about their daily life, contrasted to the life of other beings. Therefore, the 
chapter is meant to introduce basic features of Kuna life in relation to the village, its 
houses and social relations. 
 
1. Images of Space 
Sherzer (2001 [1983]), among others, draws a parallel between the layout of Kuna 
villages and patterns of space. He notes that instead of houses spreading outwards, 
in the Kuna nuclear villages density is a “manifestation of the Kuna aesthetic of 
space, according to which space should be used to the utmost and filled in with a 
tight, repetitive, well-ordered pattern” (2001 [1983]: 6). In visual art, the profusion 
of iconic elements is characteristic of the colourful reverse-appliqué mola, where the 
rectangular front-and-back space is entirely filled with decorative motives 
surrounding a main design, or with the repetition of a core motif with changes in the 
colours. The Kuna female wardrobe has extraordinary visual impact due to the 
combination of the primary colours and crafting of printed fabrics, and these are 
completed with gold jewels, earrings and nasal rings and silver coin necklaces.  
In September 2004, on a quiet morning in Okopsukkun, as we sat on the 
narrow open space in front of the hearth and behind the sleeping building, my host 
took from a bucket near her stool a mola she was sewing and she began cutting out 
small filling motifs on the contours of a design she had already realized. Fascinated 
by the visual density she was minutely crafting, I asked my host whether or not she 
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liked a mola blouse without the filling motifs, a naïve question that led her to burst 
out laughing. Obviously, she replied that a mola without filling motifs is unfinished, 
incomplete, and thus ‘ugly’ to wear. However, a few moments later, she added that 
this is similar to the way people in the village keep building their houses one near to 
the other so as to form one compact community where a mosaic of multiple relations 
with kin, near and distant, are maintained everyday. She thus commented on how 
inconceivable a life without kinspersons around seemed to her, like that of some 
mainland Darién indigenous people who live in scattered houses near the Colombian 
border, so different from the nucleated, crowded villages in San Blas. 
The spontaneous chain of thoughts in her discourse connected the 
unappealing nature of empty spaces in mola blouses to the morphological 
compactness of the village, with a multiplication of houses and persons, in some 
ways analogous to the proliferation of iconic elements filling Kuna women’s 
blouses. In the words of my host, mola, as a manifestation of San Blas Kuna 
aesthetic, relates to the intensity of everyday life.  
It is probably worth suggesting another intriguing parallel aspect of Kuna 
sociality instantiated in the way Kuna women dress. Elements of female attire wrap 
tightly around the body: the sewed front-and-back designed mola blouse on the 
upper part of the body, combined with the geometrically designed bead arm and leg 
bands, printed head-coverings and printed fabric bandaging of the hips and upper 
legs serving as a skirt. I suggest that there is an implicit parallelism between this 
way of tightly wrapping female bodies with molakana and beadwork, and the way 
each woman is tightly wrapped within kinship relationships. The intensity of 
relationships I am describing here seems thus to provide a key element to 
understanding not only how people organize the village space, but also how they 
live together in closeness, and how they visually enhance their bodily appearance 
through the making of clothes and body ornamentations (see chapter seven). The 
following section takes a closer look at the island as a living space in saturation, and 
it describes historically how it came to have this actual spatial configuration. 
 
  
43 
 
    
 
 
 
     Plate 4 – Above: in the rainy season. Below: walking on the village pathways 
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   Plate 5 – Above: visual density in mola. Below: morning time on the patio 
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The Village 
On the mid-eastern part of San Blas, the island of Ustupu is part of a string of closed 
and uninhabited atolls, surrounded by mangroves and covered with tropical 
shrubbery, except for rings of barren ground underneath the planted coconut trees. 
The atoll is divided into two distinct villages. Ustupu (meaning ‘the island of 
agouti’), on the southern portion, faces the mainland coast with more than 3,000 
inhabitants. Okopsukkun (‘coconut gulf’), at the northern extremity, is the smallest 
community numbering around 1,500 inhabitants15.  
Most of the edges of Okopsukkun village face the open sea, with an ocean 
floor that drops down quite dramatically. The offshore on the north and north east 
parts of the island is exposed to the tides and the village pathways and the sandy 
ground of the houses needs to be filled periodically with pebbles, to avoid major 
flooding in the rainy season between mid-April and November. From the northern 
extremity to the north west, the perimeter of the island forms a slight shallow water 
gulf, protected from the tides by a close neighbouring island, Ustupir. On this small 
throat of sea between the two islands, the water has been filled with pebbles, rocks 
and corals to take more land from the sea and build new houses contiguously.  
Inside the community, the saturation of space is a physically palpable 
experience. Here, space is maximally used, with clustered houses and narrow 
winding paths running through them. In other sectors of the village, buildings are 
less cluttered, with tiny portions of land ideally available for the construction of 
small buildings. As I describe later on, the making of new houses is a continual 
process, according to the developmental cycle of the domestic group and the 
population expansion. As previous ethnographers have noted (Holloman 1969, 
1976; Howe 1974: 33), land availability on Kuna islands most definitely influences 
the spatial arrangement of houses, and particularly the construction of larger or 
smaller buildings for extended families or nuclear households. When commenting 
on the continual process of making new houses, what seems important for people in 
Okopsukkun is keeping their spatial aggregation. In particular, women state that 
they like living near their parents and sisters, saying that they are reluctant to move 
far away from them. In some areas of the village, sibling sets have their houses one 
                                                
15 Okopsukkun villagers fiercely deny being a satellite village of Ustupu. 
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adjacent to another, but when there is no sufficient space for a new house, people are 
forced to find land elsewhere.  
Land is technically available on the neighbouring island of Ustupir, where 
the village primary school is situated, and the island is connected to Okopsukkun by 
creeping cement bridges. At the same time as I began my fieldwork, due to the 
saturation of space, two co-resident brothers-in-law set themselves apart and built 
their own independent houses on Ustupir, one close to the other. However, they 
remained closely related to their houses of precedence, by visiting, sending food 
presents and often eating together. If one listens to what people say, their preference 
is for a life in a large and nucleated village where kinspersons are constantly 
available to one another, instead of enjoying houses built in a more dispersed spatial 
organization16. Thus, if land shortage on the island influences the building of new 
houses, kinship is also what orients their spatial arrangements and the connections 
between them.  
Indeed, the village comprises some 150 house-sites, each formed by one to 
three grouped buildings sharing an open space, totalling more than 300 buildings, 
and it presents a mosaic of overlapping cognatic clusters. Houses are clustered along 
kin patterns, built in spatial proximity or located in different sectors of the village 
due to the availability of land, but connected through streams of quotidian 
movements of people, food, and things running along the village pathways from 
house to house.  
To an outsider, with the ambition of getting an inside-view, Okopsukkun 
offers a challenge, leading to the perplexing experience of disorientation, along with 
a sense that life is socially intense and people constantly available to each other. The 
island presents a proliferation of houses, and the border between the villages of 
Ustupu and Okopsukkun is spatially organized in an overlapping and fusion of 
buildings. Yet, these villages claim distinct social and political identities, which are 
linked to and developed for an anterior fission between the original inhabitants of 
the island that occurred in the 1900s17. To describe how this fission occurred, and 
                                                
16 With a few notable exceptions (Holloman 1969, 1976; Howe 1974: 33; Sherzer 2001 [1983]), the 
nucleated character of Kuna villages has been left almost unexplored by previous writers and 
particularly the link between spatial arrangement and kinship relations. 
17 See Howe (1986) for a discussion on processes of village fission in San Blas. 
  
47 
how the island got its actual saturated configuration, we have to look at how people 
in Okopsukkun talk about the creation of their village. 
 
Making the Village 
People in Ustupu and Okopsukkun, talk about themselves as the ‘offspring’ 
(apkilakana) of the original inhabitants of one large and settled coastal village, 
located on the banks of the Putturkanti River on the Eastern coast of the mainland. 
People in Okopsukkun call this settlement either Putturkanti or Portogandi (in 
Spanish). According to Mario Perez, an old Okopsukkun man, the size of the village 
in Putturkanti was already large, as ‘more than 90 men came from the east and from 
the west to marry Putturkanti women’. I was told that other coeval and less 
populated Kuna settlements were situated at various distances from Putturkanti, and 
they were the outcome of previous village fissions. Between Putturkanti and other 
villages, relations of matrimonial and ritual services exchange occurred, with a fair 
mobility of young men for marriage and ritual specialists during ceremonial 
occasions such as drinking festivals (inna) or collective healing rituals (nek 
apsoket). Howe (1998: 66) writes that Putturkanti people suffered two calamities at 
the turn of the last century, a flood and an epidemic, the response to which was that 
households progressively resettled in Ustupu. My informants spoke about 
Putturkanti as infested with mosquitoes, and they mentioned a flood, which forced 
people to move in search of other places to live. When I asked them how former 
people resettled in Ustupu, they gave two replies. Firstly, there was no collective 
project of village resettlement, and Putturkanti people decided to move their houses 
progressively, one by one. From their statements, it is possible to deduce that the 
village chief, an old man called Yaikunapaler, was the first to settle on the southern 
portion of Ustupu, where he had previously cleared a large parcel of land. Thus, 
villagers resettled there, aggregating their new houses around the chief18. People 
moved from the mainland Putturkanti to the island of Ustupu following flows of 
                                                
18 In the past Kuna villages had one main leader and some secondary leaders, divided between 
saylakana (chiefs) and arkarkana (spokesmen). Nowadays, the number of village leaders has 
significantly augmented. At the time of my fieldwork, Okopsukkun had one principal and two 
secondary saylakana, various arkarkana, and many suar ipkana (policemen). 
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migration: pupils followed their masters, sons-in-law their fathers-in law, and 
generally kinspeople ended up living close to one another.  
Secondly, I was told that prior to the resettlement of houses, parcels of island 
land had been cleared by men for their own households to plant coconut groves for 
the booming request for coconuts from Colombian traders. I was told that 
Putturkanti people dealt intensely with outsiders, in particular North Americans 
(merki) travelling along the San Blas coasts and Colombian traders. As people say, 
some young Putturkanti men became bilingual Kuna/English, after working on 
North American ships. Furthermore, villagers were engaged in trading relations with 
Colombians, and responded to their requests for coconuts by planting large groves. 
Initially, the island was ‘like forest’, as men remarked, clothed in bushes and 
mangroves. Therefore, progressively inhabiting the island was the consequence of 
first clearing the vegetation for planting coconut groves, and second, substituting 
groves with houses.  
The process of relocation was marked by increasing interactions with the 
Panamanian State, which became independent from Colombia in 1903. While the 
village chief Yaikunapaler, and some elderly people were reluctant toward the 
newborn state, sharing with other chiefs of Eastern San Blas the intention of 
insulating their villages from it and keeping their affiliation to Colombia, a large 
number of younger villagers were resilient toward the new State and gathered 
around a young shaman called Nele Kantule. As Howe writes (1998: 67), Nele 
Kantule “leaned toward affiliation with Panama, and he favoured moderate 
innovation as long as it remained faithful to Kuna identity and culture – tendencies 
that put him on a collision course with Yaigun, the stubborn chief of Portogandi, 
who kept the village, now installed on Ustupu Island, in the pro-Colombian camp”.  
Increasing disagreement between villagers was displayed publicly with 
occasional fights breaking out, expressing the deep tensions and antagonisms 
regarding the modes of relating towards outsiders. Okopsukkun people claim that in 
1910 an accidental fire razed the island houses to the ground. When discussing this 
episode, people emphasise that a number of nuchukana, the small wooden 
anthropomorphic statues used for shamanic purposes and for the protection of 
houses, were burned in the fire. Some islanders feared their revenge and so 
abandoned the village, following their old chief Yaikunapaler. Others, younger and 
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more numerous, gathered around Nele Kantule, who performed a collective healing 
ritual and continued to live in Ustupu. Elderly and younger people reacted 
differently to the modes of relating with outsiders, governmental agents and spirits. 
The larger group, headed by Nele Kantule, earmarked southern Ustupu as 
their permanent village site, and a minor group kept moving and resettled several 
times on the mainland and neighbouring islands previously cleared by Yaikunapaler. 
I was told that this continual resettling was because of epidemics and unfavourable 
living conditions in areas where mangroves and mosquitoes proliferated. In 
recounting these movements, people mention that in Gusepgandup, one of the atolls 
neighbouring Ustupu, a man held a puberty festival for his daughter where Ustupu 
people were invited as guests to drink. This information reveals implicitly that the 
group wanted to settle on Gusepgandup and increase in size, as puberty festivals 
were main occasions for arranging marriages with men from other communities (see 
chapter three). Since for the Kuna, a good life is a settled life, it can be said that life 
truly was not good for this group of people in a continual resettling process across 
the area.  
Eventually, Yaikunapaler and his followers re-settled again in southern 
Ustupu, the same area where Nele Kantule and his followers were living. In one 
sense, this choice obviously demanded the two groups live aggregately again, this 
time however, with two distinct leaders. In Ustupu, there were two large gathering 
houses for political meetings, one near the other. Villagers had the choice to affiliate 
with one or other leader. According to Okopsukkun people, the two leaders were 
respectful to one another and they did not speak together, as the etiquette between 
elderly and younger men prescribes. However, the latent hostility between their 
followers exacerbated, flaring up into occasional fights during puberty ceremonies 
and other occasions. Furthermore, since members of the same household could 
affiliate with different chiefs, this antagonism was also palpable within a household.  
The spread of antagonism at household level led people to agree on a 
practical “rule” of community affiliation: a married man joins the house of his 
affines and he joins their village, seen as a house on a larger scale, with the relation 
between leader and followers resembling that between father-in-law and sons-in-
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law19. As a solution to hostilities, Yaikunapaler moved his large house to the 
northern portion of the island, where he and other dwellers had coconut groves. 
Islanders thus had the choice to join two villages situated on different portions of the 
island. In the 1930s, Okopsukkun was legally registered as a Panamanian Kuna 
village. Yaikunapaler’s followers progressively concentrated their houses in 
Okopsukkun, while others remained in the southern portion, affiliated to Ustupu. In 
one sense, this was a solution to evading major hostilities within and between 
houses aggregated on the same island. In the present, hostility remains latent and 
ready to surface according to contexts. Disagreements between the two villages 
reappear over the handling of projects with religious and secular agents, during 
drinking festivals, or political elections20. 
To create their village in Northern Ustupu, people divided large plots of 
cultivated land into smaller plots, where kinspersons could live close to one another. 
A nekkwepur, ‘village’, as people say, is a proliferation of houses clustered around 
what is called ‘the gathering house’ (onmaket neka), the collective house where 
people gather in opposite-sex meetings to discuss specific administrative issues, or 
to listen to ikala, songs about Kuna history21. Beyond the gathering house, multiple 
administrative offices organize activities of adult married villagers in opposite-sex 
groups, like, for instance, the periodic clearing of the main forest pathway along the 
river, cleaning of the village pathways, the construction of collective buildings, or 
the work in some governmental and NGO projects. Land claiming, communal taxes, 
issues concerning the village aqueduct, or permits to travel outside the village are 
also the competence of these administrative offices, to which residents of one village 
refer in the case of claiming and other problems. The primary school which serves 
Okopsukkun is situated on the neighbouring island of Ustupir. During my fieldwork, 
villagers were building a new large airstrip on a farther side of Ustupir, which 
involved the collective work of adult men and women of the village. 
The present layout of the island, characterized by a proliferation of houses 
that constitute two overlapping and fused villages, resulted from the division and 
                                                
19 This principle of village affiliation based on affinity recalls that of Guianese indigenous people 
described by Rivière (1969) and Overing Kaplan (1975). 
20 This aspect requires more attentive explanations, which I intend to provide in subsequent work. 
21 See Howe (1986) for a detailed analysis of Kuna political organization organized around the 
gathering house. 
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subdivision of the land into smaller plots. Land has been divided over time in such a 
way that present house sites are much smaller than the plots of land that houses were 
built on in the past. In Okopsukkun, neighbours within the same village sector may 
be able to trace a relation through a common deceased relative, who owned an 
extended plot of land, which has been subdivided over time. In general, the house 
site is inherited by women through a direct line of transmission from mothers to 
daughters. Land is also sold, borrowed, or given to a son in the case of surplus land 
being available. The acquisition of land in such cases is regulated by the village 
juridical committee, which maintains the registry of property titles. The villages 
suffer no interference from the State on the administration of property or land on the 
island or on the mainland. The village council plays a major role during land 
claiming and disputes, for example the buying and selling of land between distant 
relatives. People who have moved to other villages or to urban areas may consider it 
convenient to sell their land for money. This normally happens when they have no 
plans to return to the village, although this is rare because villagers tend to maintain 
strong connections with their insular village-sites.  
 
2. The House 
These insular villages, as seen in the present, derive from the subdivision of larger 
portions of uncultivated ground into smaller plots, where houses now propagate. On 
a micro-scale, a Kuna house re-produces the subdivision of space through a dual 
mode, with inhabitants cooking and sleeping in separate but paired buildings. In 
general, a house called neka is composed of a fireplace, called so kaya, (‘the mouth 
of the fire’) and a sleeping house, called ney tummat, (‘large house’) or kapet neka 
(‘sleeping house’). Despite some houses reflecting an “urban-like” architecture – 
one or two storey concrete structures with iron roofs, most houses in Okopsukkun 
conform to a style that villagers say “comes from a long time ago” (kusku tanikki)22. 
The latter buildings are founded on barren soil with a rectangular structure of 
                                                
22 See Howe (1974: 33). Holloman (1969: 108) noted that to possess a cement house was “an 
important status symbol” for the Kuna on the island of Tupile. In Okopsukkun, I did not encounter a 
similar assertion. In the neighbouring village of Ustupu, there are major variations in the style of 
concrete houses. A three-storey building had been left uninhabited due to the risk of collapsing as in 
general, the island’s sandy soil undermines cement foundations, and the salty air corrodes walls. 
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vertical timber poles supporting a round-like thatched roof and walls of white canes 
forming an oval perimeter. Shafts of sunlight seep slightly through the door and 
cane walls, and apart from a few houses with small stores, which sell products 
through a large timber shuttered window opened in one wall, houses are 
windowless. Minor variations aside – such as a window, or a veranda at the entrance 
– the style of houses remains similar. Although there are possible variations in the 
number of buildings constituting a house, in Okopsukkun smaller house units are 
composed of one building and the larger units are compounds of three buildings. 
Variations in the number of buildings depend largely on the stages of domestic 
development23.  
The one-building houses, which are nonetheless quite rare in Okopsukkun, 
have a main door leading to a narrow and scantily furnished kitchen space, which 
may either have a fireplace or, sometimes, may be equipped with a gas stove. 
Utensils, chairs and a table line the wall. The kitchen space is paired with the 
sleeping space, separated by a sliding curtain of fabric or a cane wall as space 
divider. The sleeping space is at the back of the house with one bed and a couple of 
hammocks24. A gap in the posterior wall leads to the backyard where there are a few 
plants or shrubs used as medicines and often a plantain tree, a bathing space with a 
tap and large buckets filled with water for bathing. Women do their laundry in the 
backyard, using a re-cycled old canoe cut in half. The most common type of house 
in Okopsukkun comprises more buildings, forming a residential compound of 
buildings for sleeping with a common hearth. A compound may or may not be 
fenced, with a main wooden door leading to a yard where at least two or more 
buildings are situated. Yards are variable in size, often tiny because of the saturation 
of living space. Sleeping houses are called kapet neka or ney tummat, ‘large house’ 
and people sleep and store their possessions there, while the cookhouse is where co-
residents eat common daily meals. With the expansion of co-residents, a new 
sleeping building is constructed.  
                                                
23 See Holloman (1969, 1976). 
24 It was mentioned that houses in the past had loft space for sleeping, which people reached through 
a movable stair made from a notched log. Similar information is reported by Wassén (1949: 33) who 
quotes the following passage from McKim on the architecture of Kuna buildings in the upper 
Bayano: “also there is a second story or loft over a third to a half of the interior, reached by a notched 
log, which is uncommon in the islands except in the extreme eastern villages”. 
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When entering a house it takes time for the eye to discern the sometimes 
scantily furnished and well ordered interiors. Women sweep the ground each 
morning, in the house and the surrounding space: ordered and cleared space is 
preferred to chaos. The hearth has a fireplace situated on the ground at one 
extremity, made from four medium size wood logs and branches. Close to the fire is 
a clay brazier (sianar) for keeping embers from the lighted fire of neighbour’s 
houses, coconut skins for easy fire lighting, big metal pots for cooking meals for 
around ten people a day and several plastic containers of various sizes to store 
products (e.g. pots, buckets, basins, jars, and vessels) around the fireplace for the 
preparation of daily meals. The fire has an upper platform for the drying and storage 
of maize (opulu). Nearby are plantains, coconut for cooking and wooden logs. There 
is normally a table which sits around four people at a time, wooden and plastic 
chairs, stools, cooking utensils and cutlery hang on the walls or on large leaves on 
the floor. At meal time, the cutting and cleaning of raw food is usually done in a 
lighter space of the cookhouse or in the yard, with the continuous pouring of water 
and food from one container to another, while the rubbish is collected in a separate 
basket that is thrown into the sea when cooking is concluded. While women co-
participate in the preparation of food, the main cooking is done by the senior 
headwoman of the house, who also dishes out the food at mealtime, in some cases 
helped by an older daughter. On the walls of the cookhouse, pictures or painted 
portraits of relatives may hang, as often such people may be living in urban areas. 
In the sleeping house, space is often partitioned off at the extremities by 
white cane walls or hanging fabrics which are removed during the day. People 
generally sleep in hammocks that are lifted up during the day, while some houses 
may also have one or more beds. Furniture includes a wooden trunk on timber legs 
and other storage furniture; often a Singer pedal sewing machine, wooden stools, 
plastic chairs and buckets. Often on the front of the timber door of the sleeping 
house a red or black cross is drawn to ward off invisible beings and ghosts at night 
time. Apart from sleeping and making love, the sleeping house is also where sick 
people are cured and where dying people are kept before burial in the mainland 
forest. In the sleeping house, a couple remains in postnatal seclusion for four days 
with their newborn. Prematurely dead children or aborted foetuses are buried in the 
sleeping house, to remain close to their mother, as islanders explained. 
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3. Living in Closeness 
In Okopsukkun, the most important spatial referent for kinship is the house, and a 
core of social organization is the matriuxorilocal household, although men remain 
partly attached to their natal houses by being invited to consume daily meals. At 
home, kin ties are at the height of their intensity. Departing from the house, there is 
a radial system of related households mutually supporting one another with 
transactions of food, ritual services or marriage partners, seen as a transaction of 
sons between houses. In this section, I wish to argue that a Kuna aesthetic of space 
gives people a kind of “real pleasure” in the maintenance of closeness with their kin. 
As ongoing existential projects, people live in close proximity rather than dispersed, 
in the desire for a life in the intimacy of social relations, where villagers are easily 
available to one another in day-to-day intense interactions. This life in closeness is 
experienced when an entire cycle of kin relations is realized, that is when 
grandparents and grandchildren live together. Co-residence in Okopsukkun means to 
live kwamakkakwa, ‘in closeness’, ‘in concentration’25. The members of one 
household consume daily meals cooked at the same hearth (see also Holloman 
1976). Those who eat the same meal co-participate in producing, buying and 
preparing the ingredients, as well as dividing fishing and horticultural activities and 
multiple tasks at home (see chapter two). Furthermore, villagers talk about co-
residence by combining two elementary principles: 1) husband and wife live 
together when their children are born in order to nurture them; 2) when children 
grow up and marry, they care in turn for their parents. Gender and relative age (older 
and younger) influence further patterns of co-residence and domestic fissions. The 
results are forms of daily social relationships where the house is a main spatial 
referent in the different phases of the life cycle of its members around the 
production and consumption of food. Each house in Okopsukkun is ideally 
composed of conjugal units related to a senior couple through kin or affinal ties, 
depending on gender. According to Okopsukkun people, gender explains locality 
and co-residence. One woman commented: “it comes from a long time ago: a man 
leaves his parents to live with his wife. A woman does not. She helps her parents. 
When my daughter receives produce or money from her husband, she buys things 
                                                
25 The verbal form, kwamakket, refers to the process of preparation of plant medicines, carried out by 
boiling leaves and roots and moulding the dough into small bars that are then sun dried 
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for me”. One man also commented: “a son is not our own. He leaves for his wife: 
she owns him. A daughter is of the house. She does not leave and she supports us”. 
Daughters remain with their mothers and sisters, while sons follow the same 
existential trajectories of their fathers, moving from their natal houses in marriage to 
another house. In Okopsukkun, it is common to hear adult men and women stating 
their preference for daughters, although in their accounts, it is also clear that sons 
‘help’ (pentakke) in case of need. For example, a brother cares for his sister’s 
gardens before she gets married, that is before her husband cultivates her garden. A 
brother also has a crucial role in defending the properties of his sister in case of 
disputes over mainland gardens or robberies. 
Couples, depending on the extent of their procreated family, may sleep in a 
separate building, but they remain linked to a common kitchen, through day-to-day 
horticultural and cooking activities organized within same-sex working groups. 
Extended Kuna households are thus composed of a senior headman and his wife, the 
headwoman, responsible for cooking and distributing food to the various co-resident 
couples, composed of married daughters, their husbands and children. Sons leave 
their natal house for marriage. Nonetheless, they keep storing part of their 
possessions in the natal house and consuming daily meals both in the natal house 
and in the house of marriage. Further, men work occasionally for their kinspersons 
during collective activities for the annual preparation of gardens or in case of 
puberty festivals and mortuary ceremonies. In case of divorce or long-term illness a 
man returns to its natal house while children tend to remain attached to their 
mother’s house or kinspersons, adopted by them. In case a wife dies, a man may 
remarry within the same house, for example, with one of his wife’s unmarried 
sisters. A man tends to remain peripheral to the house of marriage until his marriage 
is consolidated by the birth of children and until he himself reaches the position of 
father-in-law. The position of a man is also explained with reference to the relative 
order of marriage. A man who marries first in the house succeeds his father-in-law 
in respect of horticultural activities. The desire for independence is strong for young 
sons-in-law, although the process of setting apart in an independent house takes time 
and it is only realized when a couple builds their own kitchen. In most cases, this 
occurs when the couple already has grandchildren.  
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The affinal relation between father-in-law and sons-in-law is fundamental for 
the organization of a household, as previously noted by Holloman (1969, 1976) and 
Howe (1985), and the architectural structure of Kuna houses encodes this 
fundamental relation. As people explain, the internal structure constituted by a 
central pole and two lateral beams is analogous to a father-in-law and his sons-in-
law, a tie that gives stability to the household26. On the other hand, it is worth noting 
that the rounded shape of the roof of Kuna houses is compared to a pregnant belly, 
where co-residents, like siblings, are contained within a same house-womb. This 
recalls the parents and children relation, and in particular the relation between 
mother and children and it reflects the tendency of opposite-sex children to remain 
connected to their natal houses, despite their different post-marital residences27.  
The post-marital matriuxorilocal residence of men does not interrupt daily 
relations of proximity with close kinspersons, fostered through practices of food 
consumption. In fact, Okopsukkun men continue to consume meals with their 
kinspersons long after they get married, and relations of requests and exchange 
continue to occur between them. As mentioned above, a man may temporarily 
cultivate the gardens of his unmarried sisters to increase production for their own 
family, and thus part of the produce is destined for his kinspersons. Kinsmen may 
occasionally request help and support in horticultural activities from each other. 
Occasionally, the continuity of intense kin ties between men and their natal 
houses causes tensions. It could be suggested that Kuna houses are crossed within a 
tense relation between kin and affinal principles of social organization. These 
tensions resonate with certain aspects discussed by Lévi-Strauss in relation to 
medieval Europe, South Asia, Kwakiutl and Japan societies, regarding organisation 
around “houses”28. By discussing the house as a base of societal organization, Lévi-
Strauss (1987) observes that descent principles of wealth transmissions do not create 
long-lasting groups that organize the distribution of valued resources over time. He 
argues that rather it is alliance that mediates over descent. These societies are also 
characterized by antagonistic principles and tensions introduced by marriage, 
                                                
26 In the gathering house, the structure composed of a main timber pole and two secondary poles 
offers the material to explain how the relation between leaders and followers should be based on 
help, support and common projects.  
27 See Howe (1985: 322) for a similar suggestion that in the Kuna kinship system, the relation parents 
and children is fundamental. 
28 See Carsten and Hugh-Jones (1995) for a discussion on house-based societies. 
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recalled in the uncertainty of post-marital residential choices. In Okopsukkun, 
people hold firmly that post-marital residence should be matriuxorilocal and in 
actual fact, this corresponds to the majority of cases I observed.  The destiny of each 
Kuna man goes from his position as son-in-law to the position of father-in-law and 
headman of his own house. On the other hand, the transmission of valued resources 
(such as cultivated gardens and coconut groves) occurs according to cognatic-based 
kin groups (Howe 1974, 1976), although the use of land is activated by marriage.  
Holloman (1969: 160) describes the affinal axis of the relationship between 
father-in-law and son-in-law as the basis of Kuna matriuxorilocal houses, instead of 
the relationship between mother and daughters, which is nonetheless the line for the 
inheritance of house-site land in Kuna villages. I suggest here that houses in 
Okopsukkun contain the flexible combinations of multiple axes of relatedness. The 
fact that houses contain multiple sets of relations (i.e. consanguineal, affinal, 
intergenerational, cross-sex and same-sex) is recalled in the visual imagery that 
islanders offer to explain what a house is for them. As previously mentioned, the 
house is associated and explained for its architectural style in reference to important 
sets of relations at its core. In general, people in Okopsukkun imagine the house as a 
body. In their accounts, islanders compare the cookhouse (so gaia, ‘the mouth of 
fire’) to the female body where the fireplace is an orifice compared to the birth 
canal, where the products of male horticultural and fishing activities are transformed 
into meals nurturing and growing kinspersons. In the hearth, women and particularly 
the senior woman of the house, concentrate activities of meal preparation, which are 
symbolically and materially seen as the ongoing work of reproducing persons. In the 
discourses of ritual specialists, the body of a woman in the act of giving birth is 
figuratively associated to the hearth, recalling an idea that cooking and giving birth 
are contiguous reproductive processes. The female part of the house, the cookhouse, 
is paired with its male counterpart, the sleeping building, is connoted as its male 
part, which is associated with the nocturnal activities of souls’ journeys in dreams to 
encounter ontologically different beings. These buildings are paired and linked 
together, constituting the whole body of a Kuna house, which islanders explain 
contains male and female principles, depending on the perspective through which 
the house is considered.  
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The Splitting of Houses, the Diffusiveness of Ties, and Inter-
Generational Time  
Contrary to Chibchan speaking groups of the Caribbean Lowlands of western 
Panamá and Costa Rica (e.g. Guaimí, Bribri), the Kuna are not divided into moieties 
and subdivided into clans. Kuna places emerge from the thoughtful practice of 
dividing and connecting persons together. These practices are framed according to 
what I call intergenerational time. According to islanders, old, adult and young 
people should live together, covering a span of a three generation life cycle. A house 
is seen as incomplete without children and the knowledge of old people is 
understood as necessary to grow children up. According to islanders, a house 
without old persons would not possess the means to reproduce persons according to 
proper Kuna ways. The cycle of domestic development and the splitting of houses 
are done according to this principle of intergenerational time, which is at the core of 
how islanders understand co-residence.  
‘Old people should never live alone’ are words I heard many times. On the 
other hand, the absence of children gives people a sense of incompleteness, which is 
promptly solved by temporary or permanent adoptions (see chapter six). In general, 
when a couple is part of an extended house and when they have married daughters, 
sons-in-law and grandchildren, they may decide to build a separate dormitory 
building. Furthermore, the arrival at home of a new son-in-law comports the re-
arrangement of the space in the dormitory building, which may induce an older 
married couple to build a separate dormitory house. The building of a separate 
dormitory is seen as an embryonic stage of domestic splitting, although co-residents 
tend to de-emphasize such eventuality remarking that people continue to be linked 
to a common kitchen building.  
Domestic fission is understood as the building of a new cookhouse that gives 
independence to a couple with children and grandchildren in quotidian processes of 
food production and consumption. According to islanders, a house splits when there 
are more couples of grandparents with grandchildren living together, as when there 
are many people food becomes scarce for nurturing the children. At the same time, 
the process of domestic splitting is flexible and adaptable to the changes in people’s 
lives. For example, in case of migratory movements to urban areas, residential 
patterns are re-arranged in accordance to the same principles of intergenerational 
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time. Thus, an old couple whose daughter, son-in-law and children move to an urban 
area for educational opportunities may arrange to host one of their married sons, his 
wife and children temporarily. In short, a Kuna house is ideally composed of 
elderly, adult and young people living together as a complete three-generation cycle 
and as a self-sufficient unit of productive and re-productive processes29. The 
domestic cycle of Kuna houses is fashioned in a way that when a complete cycle of 
intergenerational ties is completed, this then splits from the previous one. Central to 
the nature of the village is the presence of overlapping and ramified cognatic groups 
spread in different houses and graded in terms of social proximity or distance 
according to contexts and practices. In the following chapter, I describe how close 
kin ties are made at home through food consumption and how food circulates within 
a circle of related persons living in different houses. If people consider inevitable to 
set a part in a new house at some point because families grow in size, everyday life 
in the village attests to the ongoing concern with fostering consubstantial relations 
through commensality, food transmissions, and mutual support, so to evade social 
distance. This circulation activates ties between persons, and their absence, glossed 
as the ‘forgetfulness’ of kin ties (mer pinsaet), leaves these connections as though 
suspended. In particular, the forgetfulness of collateral ties offers an ingenious way 
to arrange marriages in the future, between persons not related as close kin in the 
present, but whose deceased relatives were near kin (see chapter four). In particular 
contexts and in relation to other villages, these overlapping and ramified cognatic 
groups claim to be one large group of kin where people live peacefully (bo taet). 
Nonetheless, the descendents of previously close kin now living in separate 
houses ignore how specific close connections existed in former time between their 
deceased relatives. Young persons lack knowledge about kinship in the past and 
they do not trace specific kin connections in the present between themselves and 
their same-age schoolmates. I have heard young people declare with clarity, that 
closeness between kinspeople is a transitory state that will fade in the future. For 
example, a teenage girl commented: todo esto se va a perder ‘all this will be lost’, 
explaining that kin ties lapse progressively. Inside the village social distance 
proliferates. Collateral kin ties reckoning is a sophistication reached with age and 
                                                
29 See the Peruvian Piro described by Gow (1991, 2001) for an analogous conceptualization of kin 
ties. 
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experience of how kinship has developed through time. Given the number of 
islanders and their entanglement, old women have a prodigious knowledge of kin 
ties, and are able to trace overlapping ties existing between islanders whose relatives 
in ascending generations were closely related. Adult people of both sexes and old 
men systematically refer to old women to learn about their distant kin relations, 
because old women know kinship and trace connections in the present through the 
past. From this junction of past and present comes the knowledge about kinship, not 
as a metaphor of time and connections, but as a full and intense experience of 
kinship rooted in locality.  
I would hear elderly people saying that they enjoy their ‘grains of maize’ 
(optula), their grandchildren. With domestic splitting, a self-autonomous house is 
understood as the place where children grow up in the closeness and fullness of ties 
including three generations composed of old, adult and young persons. With the 
splitting of houses, a separate cookhouse is built, which we have seen so far is 
symbolically and materially associated to reproductive processes and the re-
production of persons. A kitchen, equipped with a fireplace, large pots and vessels, 
and supplied with crops, fish and fruit is where persons are closely linked together. 
With the splitting of houses, kinspersons manifest a sense of lack that derives from 
this. In the process of separation, the circulation of food, items and persons is put in 
motion on a daily basis to overcome the sorrow (puki binsae) coming from a life at a 
distance from previous co-residents. According to islanders, memory and thoughts 
for separate relatives activate the circulation of food, when this has been collected in 
quantity. Sons-in-law visit parents-in-law and discuss activities in the forest or 
issues of communal life with them and they may be asked to help in the gardens. 
Previously co-resident brothers-in-law may keep working together, or exchanging 
the seeds they plant in their gardens for a share in the annual production.  
As mentioned above, plots of land are currently available on the 
neighbouring islands up to Ustupu. Land has been subdivided between islanders, 
and each house in Okopsukkun has a paired plot of land for new buildings. 
Nevertheless, islanders are generally reluctant to move there. ‘It is an empty place. 
Dead people have been seen roaming around there’ was what one woman suggested.  
The cemeteries of Kuna insular villages are situated along rivers on the 
mainland. Okopsukkun and Ustupu have separate cemeteries along the Abudi and 
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Sugandi rivers, adjacent to the atoll. Tombs are scattered along the river banks, like 
abandoned houses. According to islanders, the soul of the deceased crosses the river 
on its journey of separation from the domain of living relatives, to the underworld. 
This journey is accompanied by a complex mortuary ceremony, where socially 
distant villagers work to separate the soul from its actual insular dwelling and from 
its kinspersons. Part of the work for the dead consists of the physical separation of 
the corpse from the house and the island after mourning, in preparation for the burial 
which occurs along the mainland river. Part of the ceremony is to build a mainland 
house for the dead along the river. This structure consists of four main poles and a 
thatched-roof. Once physically separated from the island, a deceased person is 
buried under the new mainland house which is decadent in appearance. Cutlery, a 
plate and mug owned by the deceased person during its life in the village are placed 
near the burial site. Some deceased souls are reluctant to abandon the world of the 
living, and particularly their dwellings. As such, some souls do not separate properly 
from the world of the living and return to their insular houses where they appear 
suddenly and scare relatives. Thus, islanders change the position of door of the 
house to hide the entrance from the soul of the deceased and thus prevent it from 
entering the house and scaring the inhabitants. A ceremony will be performed again 
to accompany the dead soul back on its journey across the river that separates the 
living and the underworld.  
Some souls roam in search of abandoned buildings to live in. These souls are 
called kirmar and play an important role in quotidian discourses and spontaneous 
anecdotes of islanders. Living between kinspersons is opposed to living a life in 
empty spaces dominated by deadly creatures such as kirmar. Their moral qualities 
are contrasted, with kinship being the domain of generosity and sorrow (puki pinsae) 
for one’s kinspersons, and kirmar being egoistic beings lacking compassionate 
affection (wile takke). Kirmar have a solitary post-mortem existence, and are prone 
to murdering humans in order to get some company.  
Therefore, instead of building new houses on the neighbouring island where 
kirmar roam, people prefer to arrange their domestic splitting on the island. 
Sometimes, they sleep in the houses of kinspeople who have moved to urban areas. 
They may also arrange other forms of temporary residence. For example, a couple 
(usually the head couple) may move the hammock to the kitchen building and 
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arrange a sleeping space there. An option for a recently married couple is to arrange 
a sleeping space in the husband’s natal house but spend daily time in the wife’s 
house. Densely populated households end by having their members sleeping in 
different buildings located in various places in the village, but the day is spent in the 
main building. A woman moves early in the morning along with the children while 
her husband goes to the forest or fishing. When he returns, he brings garden produce 
directly to the main house. Thus daily time is spent around the main house with a 
move back to the dormitory building, often carrying sleeping children, in the night. 
 
4. Concluding Remarks 
The dense layout of Okopsukkun corresponds to the intensity of social relations and 
the ongoing character of Kuna kinship. A good life is a crowded life. Being settled 
in a large and densely populated village, people’s quotidian style of life is framed by 
the multiplication and intensity of ties that unite them. This gives aesthetic pleasure 
to people, a pleasure similar to that of making and looking at female clothing 
(mola). This chapter opens with the recalled fragment of conversation with my host 
about mola. This conversation highlighted saturation as a distinctive quality of 
places from a Kuna perspective. The process of mola composition elicits, in visual 
terms, the ongoing character of Kuna sociality, where multiplication and saturation 
are intrinsic to the mola and are also part of the quotidian life of islanders. Islanders 
recognize their heightened sociability in contrast to the loneliness of kirmar, 
roaming ghosts in a permanent search for spare places to live. If I asked people why 
kirmar or other malevolent beings (ponikana) cannot create a heightened sociality 
for themselves, the common answer is that: ‘kirmar are anus-less and they smell 
food’. Asking more about kirmar, one man explained that evil spirits do not eat, they 
do not exchange food, they live dispersed, and they are the emblems of ‘selfishness’ 
(nalle kue). These are intriguing associations, as they point to corporeality as the 
marker of likeness between humans, and they do so by investing certain orifices, 
mouth and anus, and their related functions, eating and evacuation, with the 
heightening of human sociability through gifts of nurture. The contrast between 
ingesting food and smelling is equivalent to the opposition between eating and not 
eating, and between living in compact social formations and living dispersed:  
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Spirits: anus-less → olfaction → not-eating → dispersion → loneliness 
 
Kuna people: mouth/anus → eating → giving food → living together → heightened 
sociality 
 
Lévi-Strauss in The Jealous Potter (1988) has directed attention to the 
oral/anal opposition in Native Amazonian and North American myths. In the four 
volumes of Mythologiques, myths on the origin of culture reveal how food and 
corporeal processes are at the centre of Amerindian preoccupations. It thus remains 
to be seen what food signifies for people in Okopsukkun. This is the focus of the 
following chapter. 
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Chapter Two 
Real Food and Crowds at Mealtime 
 
 
 
‘If somebody offers you a meal, whether you want food or not, at least eat a couple 
of mouthfuls’ 
(The suggestion of a Kuna woman before travelling to Okopsukkun) 
 
 
 
Two eyes, two nostrils, two arms, two hands, two legs, two wives  
(Okopsukkun men’s conventional joke on polygamous relations) 
 
 
 
For Okopsukkun people, a good life is a life in saturation. In the previous chapter, I 
described that Kuna life is settled in a large and densely populated village, framed 
by the multiplication and intensity of social ties that unite villagers. In this chapter, I 
consider the preparation, transmission, and consumption of food in everyday life, to 
show the symbolic significance of these quotidian practices and how they regenerate 
kinship and saturation. In many ways, food orchestrates the lives and activities of 
people in Okopsukkun, and its transmissions and consumption convey specific 
information about social relations. Food is what binds people closely together, and 
the cycle of production, circulation and consumption is bound to what people 
experience and conceptualize as conjugal relations, filiations, co-residence, affinity, 
as well as abundance and scarcity, and states of corporeal strength, weakness, 
illness, aging and death. These are issues that have been explored in contemporary 
Lowland South American ethnographies, which have directed significant attention 
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to food and corporeality in indigenous cosmologies and social practices30. Food 
transmissions have remained a marginal theme of Kuna ethnographies, while there 
is a wealth of accounts on its production that stresses symbolic, ecological and 
demographic aspects of fishing and agriculture31. The aim of this chapter is to work 
towards an understanding of the significance of food in Okopsukkun as revealed and 
reproduced through actions, expectations, quarrels, conflicts and evaluations of 
food, its transmission and consumption. I will describe what happens when food is 
taken for oneself and not gifted; when it is given away in small quantity to affinally 
related houses; and I will ask why a ‘proper meal’ (masi sunnati) should always 
comprise vegetables and meat cooked together and presented on separate plates. In 
so doing, we will eventually see the specific forms that the link between food and 
kinship categories take in Okopsukkun, in relation to the heightening of Kuna 
sociality and patterns of density and multiplication. 
 
1. The Frame of Quotidian Life 
At dawn, one can cross the island on foot and hear the staccato of pouring buckets of 
water from the bathing places in the backyards, or the crackling of branches on the 
fires in the cookhouses. The island is beautifully wrapped in the sunrise mist, the 
roads almost deserted without signs of movement, except for few men crossing the 
village pathways on route to their canoes on the shore. In the cookhouse, near the 
fire where a pot of coffee is boiling, an old woman sits; she is the cook and the 
dispenser of meals for the entire household. Her daughter arrives at the cookhouse, 
wrapped in a towel against the cool morning air, and later her husband appears, 
ready to go out collecting coconuts and plantains for the daily meal.  
The Kuna are horticulturalists and fisher people. In the village, productive 
activities (e.g. gardening, fishing and gathering shellfish to sell, hunting, and wage 
work in urban areas), house building and woodcarving for domestic tools and 
utensils fall into the domain of male tasks, done on a day-to-day basis once a man is 
                                                
30 Current analysis on bodies and food follow a well-established tendency of Amazonian 
ethnography. Among others, see Seeger et al. (1979); McCallum (1996, 2001); Conklin (2001); 
Vilaça (2005). 
31 See Stier (1979) for an extensive study on subsistence agriculture in relation to demographic 
change and resources allocation. See also Holloman (1969) and Howe (1974). See Martìnez Mauri 
(2007) for a study on technical and symbolic aspects of fishing in a western San Blas community. 
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married. Women rarely travel to the gardens and, in general, they are not involved in 
the production and collection of food32. Men go to the gardens to conduct the 
clearing, planting, maintenance and collecting activities. As they age, men reduce 
their productive tasks which are taken over by their sons-in-law, and they dedicate 
their time to healing and political activities. On the other hand, by ageing, women 
become the cooks and the dispensers of food for the household. 
Gardens in the mainland rainforest are located at variable walking distances 
from the river, and some are situated at the foot of the Darién slopes, more than an 
hour away by foot33. If a man wishes to reach a distant garden, he wakes up early, 
before sunrise, and his wife hands him a cup of store-bought coffee or chocolate and 
some bread for breakfast, and, before leaving, also the tools for his work that she has 
cleaned for him. Thus, the man crosses the island, carrying over his shoulder his 
balsa wood food carrier, paddle, and net bag with machete, knife, and a bottle of 
sweet corn drink filled by his wife to refresh him in the forest.  
Once men leave the house, women begin their activities which are executed 
in quiet rhythmical motions, the transition between one another being rarely abrupt 
and rather characteristically smooth and continuous. Twice a week, they converge to 
the gathering house, to listen to community leaders singing in ritual language, while 
old women retreat into the house with their grandchildren who do not yet attend the 
primary school. In the morning, from the house one can hear the continuous sound 
of rocking hammocks, with the rhythm of maracas accompanying the singing of 
                                                
32 The Kuna gender division of labour has been a topic of great interest to anthropologists. Over the 
last centuries, along with the creation of island villages, women have progressively abandoned 
horticultural work and food collection and concentrated their activities at home, where they alternate 
domestic activities and childcare with the making of mola, for domestic consumption and to sell. 
Men have taken over activities of subsistence production. See Tice (1995). 
33 According to islanders, cultivable land on the mainland coast is not in short supply. In their 
accounts, islanders recognize the work of those former people, who cleared extended plots of 
cultivable land, as the source of garden land currently available, which now constitutes the 
individualized holdings of their offspring. According to the local model of land tenure, children of 
both sexes own cultivable garden land from their parents. In addition, the village maintains a 
communal holding property of around 70 hectares of cultivable land. I heard that in 1995, more than 
150 married men participated in a village-based project of clearing and planting an area of 60 
hectares of forestall land, to supplement their respective house provisions. In 2004, 102 men worked 
co-operatively on 40 hectares of land. The distribution of cultivated gardens is scattered along the 
mainland coast, in the area adjacent to the island. It is difficult to measure the extension of individual 
properties (cf. Stier 1979), which are cultivated on the basis of rotational cycles, and using slash-and-
burn techniques typical of tropical agriculture. Gardens are named depending on their location in 
distinctive areas of the mainland rainforest. The marine landscape is also named in reference to 
particular fishing areas. 
  
67 
lullabies34. Most grown up children attend the village primary school and their 
absence from the house is notable by the dearth of loud voices and demands for food 
and drinks in the usual direct form: ‘grandmother, I want to eat!’ (muu, an mas 
kumpie) or ‘grandmother, I want to drink’ (muu, an koppie). By midmorning, they 
are back for the interval, entering abruptly through the fence and asking to drink. 
Meanwhile, women do the laundry for their husbands and children in the backyard 
space, they clear the ground, and sit together making mola for personal use or to 
sell, after returning from the gathering house. In sum, in the mornings, the village 
seems a sleepy place, quiet, almost silent, without signs of movement, except for a 
few women who walk with rhythmical steps to the house of a kinswoman with 
whom there are regular alimentary exchanges of homemade drinks35.  
Before mealtime, these roads become noisy again and turbulently filled with 
streams of running and shouting children, or smaller groups carrying pots of food 
with their younger siblings on a hip, or carrying a plate of fish to sell from the 
surplus of a father’s daily catch. Women in their colourful attire come and go to the 
local stores to buy some ingredients for the meal and stop at the house of their 
kinswomen, spotting their grimed kinsmen returning to the island, and catching a 
glimpse of what is going on inside the neighbours’ cookhouses behind their white 
cane walls. The arrival of food immediately generates feverish activities and 
exuberance within each house, with women and children flocking to the shore to 
haul up the arriving canoes. If by chance someone spots a kinsman returning from 
the forest, calls are made to the returning man’s wife announcing: pe sui tanikki 
(‘your husband is back’). Thus a wife makes her way to the shore to help him pull 
the canoe up onto the shore and to carry the produce home. She may send a present 
of plantains or fish to her husband’s kinspersons, while the bulk of food is processed 
                                                
34 Lullabies are a distinctive genre of feminine improvisational and melodic songs, sung at home to a 
small baby (cf. Sherzer 2001: 176-179). Lullabies are commonly called koe pippi, ‘small baby’, and 
they all deal with the specific kin relation that a singer has to the baby she sings to (being a mother, 
grandmother, aunt or sister) and with the relations that a baby has with other members of the 
household. As a genre of feminine songs, lullabies share common features with other improvisational 
songs women sing in particular contexts. During mortuary ceremonies, women sing ‘weeping songs’ 
for their deceased relative. During puberty festivals, women sing to their drunken female friends 
about their deceased kinswomen (see Chapter 3). All these songs focus, in some way, on the kin 
relationship between the singer and the person to whom a song is sung.  
35 In general, in Okopsukkun eating time depends upon the arrival of men from the sea or the forest. 
There is no marked time to eat, but meals tend to be consumed in the early afternoon.  
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and consumed at home, chopped and prepared by women and cooked by their old 
mother or elder sister.  
Chopped ingredients and discarded bits are placed in various containers 
around the fireplace, endlessly filled and emptied, with a visible pattern of density 
and multiplication, in the praxis of meal preparation.  
Once the food is ready to be served, the woman who cooked the meal, dishes 
it out in various portions onto several plates, depending on the estimated number of 
co-eaters expected. If one man has had an abundant catch, he and his wife receive 
larger cuts of fish as a sign of prestige and satisfaction. Plates and cutlery are 
personal belongings, often marked with coloured thread wrapped around the handle 
of a spoon36. Entering a cookhouse when a meal is dished out, several plates are 
placed on the ground around large metal pots, and a woman fills and re-adjusts their 
portions with smaller or larger cuts of meat added from one plate to another. Meals 
are thus served and consumed by the members of the household who are called in 
turn to ‘come and eat’ (mas kun take).  
In Okopsukkun, a meal tends to be consumed on a household basis by those 
who put together its store-bought and produced ingredients. This circle of co-eaters 
may be easily enlarged to include married sons living matriuxorilocally and their 
children, but rarely includes daughters-in-law. A distant kinsperson may visit the 
house briefly at mealtime in the hope of eating when food is not available in one’s 
home. If a visitor is addressed with the question: ‘pe kucha, an ai?’, ‘did you eat, 
friend?’, and answers in the negative, an invitation to eat may be forthcoming. In the 
case when food is abundant, a distant kinsperson, who has recently visited the 
house, or an anthropologist, may be called to eat. A girl is asked to go and call the 
person in the usual form: ‘my grandmother is calling you’ which implicitly means 
an invitation to eat. Thus, no matter what one is doing at home, or if one does not 
feel like eating: a meal offered should be promptly eaten and never refused, as 
refusing to eat is tantamount to rejecting the relation that an invitation to eat elicits. 
One should ‘at least eat a couple of mouthfuls’, as a Kuna woman suggested to me, 
before travelling to Okopsukkun.  
                                                
36 It is worth noting that plates and cutlery are disposed of at the cemetery after death, as they are 
considered personal possessions.  
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    Plate 6 – Above: dividing the catch. Below: pride 
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    Plate 7 – Above: bringing plantains from the garden. Middle: untying plantains. Below: 
cooking plantains  
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Before mealtime, a man baths and takes a rest in the hammock, making short 
visits to his kinspersons. After meal, the village quietens down again, with people 
retreating into their houses to repair from the drought like climate of a village 
without trees and without the sea breeze reaching its cramped centre. People wait for 
sunset. Women take off their mola blouses remaining in their underwear and cooling 
their small babies with repeated baths.  
When dusk falls, roads once again are replete with people and noises, and the 
village atmosphere becomes more festive, crowded with men now in trousers of 
khaki or denim, baseball cap, trilby, or Panama hat, walking and chatting on the 
pathways. Older men converge earlier to the gathering house, stopping at the house 
of their same-age kinsperson and carrying with them a basket to weave during the 
night meeting. Young married men leave their house courtyards later, swarmed with 
kinswomen chatting and gossiping with children running in and out of the courtyard 
to play. Groups of male youths, who have not yet had the obligation of attending 
village meetings, roam around with the portable stereo on a shoulder, listening to 
heavy metal and dressing in urban style. As it gets darker, older women take off part 
of their wardrobe, wearing only a blue fabric skirt, arm and leg bead bracelets, and 
several necklaces on the upper part of their naked busts. In the cool night air, women 
cover their shoulders with a towel to warm up after bathing and walking to the shore 
in groups to urinate. A full moon illuminates the village pathways without 
electricity, while people retreat progressively to their scattered night buildings with 
their children.  
 
2. Abundance and Scarcity 
As is common among Lowland South American societies, the Kuna have a category 
for ‘real food’ (masi sunnati), which is seen invariably as the combination of 
vegetables and meat (mainly fish and rarely hunted forest animals, or store-bought 
meat and canned fish). In this section, I show that through a discussion of the 
category ‘real food’ it is possible to identify information on how social relations are 
conceptualized.  
For the Kuna, ‘real food’ consists of tule masi (‘food of people’), a portion 
of fish (or other meat) accompanied by a bowl of coconut stew with plantains or 
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other tubers37. The noun masi means ‘plantains’ or generically food, stating the 
importance of cultivated staples in the basic diet of Kuna people38. Although, when 
plantains are abundantly stored in the kitchen house but game is absent, a woman 
may refuse to cook a meal because ‘there is no food’, thus leaving co-residents to 
trick their appetite with store-bought food or to look for a meal from relatives living 
apart. Eating meat without vegetables is equally undesirable according to people’s 
evaluations. ‘Real food’ is the combination of cultivated staples and meat, with the 
addition of ‘fatness’ (ollikkwat) from the coconut cooking water, consumed as a 
broth. 
In many ways, the unity of a Kuna household is manifest through the mutual 
involvement of its married members in the production, preparation and eating of 
common meals on a quotidian basis. As described in the previous chapter, affiliation 
to a household is most clear at mealtime, elicited in the arrival and preparation of 
food in one cookhouse and in eating arrangements. Inasmuch as people refer to, and 
spend daily time around one kitchen, they live together in closeness, it does not 
matter if they sleep in separate and scattered dormitory buildings in the village based 
on their nuclear families. Despite the multiplication of sleeping buildings and 
nuclear families, the cookhouse remains the magnet that attracts people closely 
together and discloses the household as a unity.  
The Kuna diet comprises a light breakfast, a main meal, and occasionally a 
light evening meal. This ordinary diet is supplemented with homemade drinks 
(kopet), casually swallowed throughout the day and offered to occasional and 
habitual visitors.  
According to islanders, a main course should comprise a cut of meat (sana), 
like fish or rarely game, served with a large bowl of coconut stew (nisar) with 
cultivated staples39. This course is called tule masi, ‘people’s food’, and it is 
described as masi sunnati, ‘real food’ which gives happiness and satisfaction to its 
                                                
37 As mentioned in Chapter 1, for the Kuna coconuts are both a cash crop and a basic ingredient of 
most Kuna dishes. As Howe has shown (1976), the basic principle of coconut grove transmission is 
that of cognatic-descent groups collecting coconuts on a rotational basis. Coconut groves are spread 
out on the neighbouring islands and along some areas of the coastline. See also Stier (1979: 261-271) 
for additional information on coconut cultivation and trade with Colombian and Panamanian buyers.  
38 Stier (1979: 238) reports that plantains have been introduced in Kuna diet since the 17th century. In 
Okopsukkun, people habitually consume three types of bananas called waymatun (litt. foreigner 
bananas), sinomas, and machunnat. Sweet bananas, matun ochi, are given to children as a snack.  
39 For Okopsukkun Kuna people, sana, meat, is either fish or game animals.  
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consumers. In case of scarcity, women purchase some ingredients for a meal from 
local stores or from other villagers who occasionally sell the surplus of the daily 
catch, using metal and paper currency or coconut cash crops. For instance, canned 
fish or meat, or chopped chicken parts and giblets are purchased at the stores, which 
in turn have been bought from Colombian traders or Panamanian vendors. But 
people manifest occasional suspicions of such food, and this is because it is 
produced by and purchased from outsiders who are considered a different kind of 
people according to their eating practices. For instance, one woman told me that her 
younger kinsman was sick after eating canned fish and commented: ‘such tins may 
contain mice meat. Colombians eat such things like sharks, octopuses or snakes’40. 
However, people occasionally consume store-bought food if they need to; there is 
nonetheless a clear preference for the food one produces through gardening and 
fishing.  
With store-bought ingredients, women prepare a variation of tule masi called 
oros chopa, ‘rice soup’, a viscous coconut stew with rice and a consistently small 
amount of chopped meat (canned fish or meat, chopped chicken parts, or a scarce 
catch of fish) mixed together. According to Kuna evaluations, though oros chopa 
maintains the combination of meat and vegetables (with rice replacing vegetables), 
it is a poor and light dish compared to tule masi. Hearing that I personally found 
oros chopa quite tasteful (yer kulleke) always generated laughter and once, a woman 
exclaimed holding her stomach: ‘I can eat one and then more bowls of oros chopa, 
without feeling well fed!’ Later I will explore why oros chopa is considered an 
insubstantial meal.  
There is another course prepared with store-bought ingredients in case meat 
and vegetables are not plentiful: a combination of rice and spaghetti with canned 
fish. In ordinary parlance, canned fish is called ‘fish without head’ (ua non satte) or 
the store-bought brand name of the canned fish or meat, e.g. San José or 
Maccarella41, or simply macaroni. Like oros chopa, this is considered an 
insubstantial meal.  
                                                
40 Interestingly, Okopsukkun Kuna people did not speak about the diet of Emberá people, living in 
the Darién rainforest facing the Pacific coast. They commented enthusiastically on the larger 
consumption of hunted game in Kuna villages on the Bayano and Chucunaque areas.  
41 Canned fish may also be served with tule masi, called tule masi San José ebo (tule masi with San 
José). 
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Old women prepare drinks (kobed) on a daily basis. Apart from the store-
bought chocolate and coffee usually consumed at breakfast, it is rare, if not 
impossible, that a Kuna house is without a provision of homemade ripened plantain 
drink (matun) or unfermented sweet maize drink (inna). Matun, for its viscosity, is 
analogous to a snack and is the favourite drink of children who are usually very 
vocal and direct in their requests for it. People talk about inna for its medicinal and 
strengthening properties42. Men drink inna in the fields, during their quotidian 
expeditions into the mainland forest. Old women prepare unfermented maize drink 
when a girl is secluded at home for four days at puberty and this is also offered to 
male villagers who help with the building of a seclusion compartment for the 
pubescent girl and to old female villagers for their grandchildren, when they bring 
the girl buckets of water for her ablutions.  
A fermented version of inna is made with the addition of sweet cane juice 
for girls’ festivals (see Chapter 3). In many ways, fermented inna is the inversion 
and transformation of ordinary inna, with men occupying a major role in the 
preparation and fermentation process. Its preparation begins in the kitchen of the 
collective drinking House (inna neka), where festivals are held, with the adult 
women of the village boiling several pots of sweet cane juice and ground corn. 
Husbands cool the drink before it is left to ferment for more than ten days in large 
clay pots. The fermentation process is monitored by a group of male specialists who 
have tasting sessions, smoking tobacco and adding ground corn to increase the 
fermentation. According to people, fermented inna is the favourite drink of old 
people, and particularly old women who make no secret about their desire to drink it 
to feel drunk and happy (yer ittoket). In the following chapter I will discuss the 
significance of this inversion between ordinary and fermented inna.  
Plain water (tii) is rarely swallowed because it is not considered tasteful 
(people indicate their preference for viscous drinks). Islanders use plain water to 
wash out their mouths after consuming meals or drink, and spit this out on the 
ground43. Otherwise, water is always mixed with other ingredients, like Cooley, the 
                                                
42 Okopsukkun people classify maize depending on the colour of the grain, kinnit (red), kortikkit 
(yellow), sichit (black), and korrokwat (purple). Unfermented maize drink is prepared with red, black 
and purple maize grains. See also Stier (1979: 251-257).  
43 See the Piro for a similar practice (Gow 1989). In general, water is considered to provoke 
diarrhoea.  
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pulp of coconut to create the stew for tule masi, or store-bought chocolate or coffee, 
or alternatively, a variety of plants and animal components that islanders use to 
make tule ina, ‘people’s medicine’, to strengthen their blood. 
 
Tule Masi and Oros Chopa  
Having presented the main foods and drinks available in Okopsukkun, I now 
describe the preparation of tule masi and oros chopa in detail to consider the 
proposition that locked within these two variants of Kuna meals are significant ideas 
about kinship categories. In general, tule masi is considered the best food one can 
ever eat and it is the outcome of the combined work of co-residents and it produces 
happiness and satisfaction when eaten. On the other hand, oros chopa is the food of 
days of scarcity, when plantains and fish are not available in enough quantity to 
prepare tule masi. Here, I discuss what abundance and scarcity mean for people 
arguing that they are conceptually linked to different types of affinal relations: 
abundance is linked to conjugal relations mobilized to generate food, and in 
particular to married men as the generators of food abundance. Scarcity, in contrast, 
is linked to affinal relations that cannot be mobilized to generate food abundance: 
the relation between daughters-in-law and parents-in-law.  
Cooking Recipes and Etiquette44 
Tule Masi (‘people’s food’) 
Despite this section is titled “cooking recipes”, tule masi is much more than a recipe: 
it is the mode of preparing and eating food according to people, based on combining 
different ingredients in abundance. 
Ingredients: Coconut for the cooking water and stew; plantains, occasionally 
combined with other staples like yam (wakup) and taro (tarkwa); fish or game, blue 
river crabs, lobsters, store-bought chicken, canned mackerel or sardines45. 
                                                
44 Tule masi and oros chopa are the dishes most frequently prepared by Kuna women. For this 
reason, I focus my discussion on these and provide the recipes. My host, remembering the food she 
ate in her youth, explained that old women used to prepare a wider variety of dishes, such as maize 
soup, maize bread, and plantain cakes and she once made a plantain cake for me to taste. Later, I 
discuss the preparation of matun, the ripened plantain drink.  
45 Okopsukkun people lament that they rarely consume the meat of large terrestrial animals, like tapir, 
peccaries, and deer. They say, the diet of former people comprised the habitual consumption of forest 
animals thus, people were stronger and more experienced hunters. Large terrestrial animals abound 
deep in the mainland forest, as people said, but men do not engage in hunting expeditions as former 
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Preparation: the pulp of one or two coconuts is grated. Water is poured over 
the pulp before it is hand-squeezed into a container to filter the collected liquid that 
is later poured into a large cooking pot on the fire. A large basket of plantains and 
other available tubers are prepared and chopped and added to the boiling coconut 
water. Fish is gutted and chopped, before being boiled and then removed from the 
broth. 
Variations: Alternatively, staples might be pre-roasted and added to the 
coconut broth for extra taste. Similarly, fish might be wrapped in forest leaves and 
roasted, or smoked, or fried. Smoking preserves fish for consumption during the 
following days.  
Notes: Pulling together the components of a meal derives from individual 
gestures of raw food giving that co-resident married women (daughters or sisters) 
give to their mother, or elder sister, to cook and eat together with close kinspersons. 
In turn, such raw food is individually produced by men for their wives and children 
and, by extension, for their co-resident in-laws. As I describe later, cooking different 
ingredients in one large pot is the epitome of a Kuna household. Cooking is 
technically a difficult process, which requires mastering the cooking time, large pots 
and additional receptacles and utensils for mixing and separating the ingredients of a 
meal. As discussed later, the cooking praxis elicits patterns of saturation and 
multiplication.  
The use and combination of different ingredients – for example, plantains or 
yams, crabs or fish – give to tule masi and the coconut broth a slightly different 
taste. According to local taste, the solidity of crops should not be altered through 
cooking. For the same reason, fish is boiled quickly, and immediately removed from 
the pot so as not to overcook. Fish is carefully cleaned to eliminate blood46. 
Islanders prefer a viscous (ollikkwat) coconut broth achieved by using more than 
                                                                                                                                    
people did. I did not attend the butchering and cooking of game, but from what I was told, there are 
strong restrictions concerning animal blood. Furthermore, restrictions are powerful for menstruating 
women and young children, who should not touch or come into visual contact with animal blood, as 
this provokes unrestrained bleeding and blood exsiccation. For this reason, animal blood is firstly 
washed out on the island shores and later on the kitchens. At the same time, menstruation, the blood 
of parturition, or the spilt blood of a dead (killed) person, are all considered similarly dangerous and 
contact is restricted.  
46 See note 17. 
  
77 
one grated coconut. As will be shown later on, coconut, an ever-present ingredient 
of Kuna dishes, is thought to make bodies fat, strong and fertile.  
The squeezed coconut pulp is later used for cleaning the sticky plantain resin 
from hands, and is discarded into the sea with the skins of tubers and the intestines 
of fish. In urban areas, tule masi is rarely eaten on a daily basis, and its preparation 
relies on the food boxes with smoked fish or blue river crabs that migrants 
occasionally receive as presents from their San Blas relatives.  
Visual Displaying and Eating: Eating tule masi is unique for its visual 
display, technique of eating and taste47. Tule masi is served and eaten when the fatty 
coconut broth is tepid. A large bowl of coconut broth with crops and tubers and a 
plate of fish are served together. Set apart, there is a small, shared plate with salt, 
lemon and smoked chilli pepper on it. The Kuna eating style is based on alternate 
mouthfuls of fish, plantains, and spoons of soup. The back part of a spoon is dipped 
in the salt and chilli pepper, to blend with the soup. Using the finger tips, a piece of 
plantain is taken from the broth, cut and dipped into the salt and chilli to be eaten, 
followed by one or more spoons of broth. Salt is thus put on the fish with the zest of 
lemon and the salty piece is eaten. The sequence is repeated with spoons of soup 
alternated with bites of plantain and fish. Salt, chilli pepper and lemon are added 
several times to the bowl of broth, to add more taste. In general, more broth and 
plantains are asked for when the serving has been consumed. But nobody asks for 
more meat. We will see that the meat serving one receives to eat conveys the subtle 
differences between food consumers.  
Husband and wife eat together from one bowl, and receive an individualized 
portion of chopped fish in their personal plates. Tule masi is a course for grown up 
people. Weaned children eat pre-mashed plantains from one plate. Meat is later 
introduced into children’s diets, usually when a child manifests directly or indirectly 
the wish to eat like older kinspersons. Initially a bite of meat is offered to a child, in 
particular the meat of blue river crabs, or venison. A small amount of meat may be 
mixed into a bowl of pre-mashed vegetables. Usually, a child of seven or eight eats 
tule masi according to the proper way of eating food from separate plates, thus 
consumes an individualized portion of meat and a bowl of plantains. Through aging, 
                                                
47 Curious islanders asked my hosts if I ate and enjoyed tule masi and their homemade drinks, 
because foreigners eat other food. 
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people reduce their consumption of fish. The reason given is that they swallow fish 
bones easily, and this makes them ill.  
 
Oros chopa (‘rice stew’) 
Ingredients: coconut for the cooking water and the stew, store-bought rice, a small 
amount of meat (fish, game, chopped chicken parts, canned mackerel or sardines)48.  
Preparation: the coconut cooking water is prepared as tule masi. The rice is cleaned 
of stones and washed, before being poured into the boiling coconut water. The meat 
is chopped, added and cooked until the stew reaches a viscous, but not sticky, 
consistency. 
Notes: in many ways, oros chopa is like the food children eat before consuming 
proper meals. In fact, the preparation of oros chopa relies on a small amount of meat 
mixed with the coconut rice stew like the course of pre-mashed food and meat 
served to children. A truly scarce catch of fish is enough to prepare it, or the smoked 
surplus of fish left over from the previous day. Rice in Okopsukkun is store-bought. 
In urban areas, oros chopa is occasionally eaten in Kuna houses, and its ingredients 
are not as expensive as those purchased for tule masi, with its large amount of fish 
and plantains. In general, people find oros chopa insubstantial.  
Visual Display and Eating: oros chopa is eaten from one large bowl served 
individually to the consumers. As for tule masi, one repeatedly adds the desired 
amount of salt, smoked chilli and lemon to the stew. The same bowl may be re-used 
for several consumers, with an amount of stew added to what has been left over on 
the plate. Because the food left on the plate is already dressed with salt, lemon and 
chilli, one woman suggested that eating successively from one plate makes the food 
tastier. 
Despite oros chopa being frequently consumed at home, there are clear 
associations between this dish and food scarcity, evidenced in the exclamations 
frequently heard from old women, complaining about the food presents just received 
from their daughters-in-law. For example, an old woman remarked: ‘does she 
believe I can feed all my kinspersons properly? With this I can only cook oros 
chopa, that’s it!’. Oros chopa fits into the category of food scarcity: a meal that does 
                                                
48 Okopsukkun men do not cultivate rice as men do in some other Kuna villages (cf. Howe 1974; 
Stier 1979).  
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not keep its adult consumers satisfied and well fed. This is worth noting, as its actual 
quantity may be enough to serve more than one portion for each person. The 
questions are: what is scarcity for Okopsukkun people and what is it that 
conceptually makes oros chopa a scarce dish? One answer might be that eating oros 
chopa seems a sort of regression back to the food one eats as a child, before learning 
to eat real food and to eat according to proper Kuna etiquette, with alternate bites of 
vegetables, meat, and spoonfuls of stew. Tule masi, as the proper and real food of 
Kuna adults, is the abundant combination of cultivated staples and meat served on 
separate plates, according to a proper Kuna style of doing things in multiplication. 
Oros chopa, served in one bowl, recalls the food children eat, before eating 
abundantly like their older kinspersons and consuming an individualized portion of 
meat. The nature of the ingredients provides a further indication on what scarcity is 
for people. According to islanders, rice replaces plantains without giving an 
analogous sense of satisfaction. Meat is considerably scarce and each consumer of a 
meal does not receive an individualized portion of meat. According to local 
categories, meat and plantains, served in separated plates are both essential and give 
abundance to a meal. 
A household organizes the production of abundant food by considering the 
provisions of plantains and coconuts available in the kitchen and implementing these 
with what is needed on a daily basis along with the work of men and the purchase of 
some ingredients for the meal. The process of tule masi preparation rests on the 
unity of the household, with married men generating food abundance and women 
transforming it into proper meals, and sending food presents to other houses. In this 
sense, ideally co-residents partake in the same project of meal preparation, thus re-
marking the house as the place for conviviality and commensality in the reality of 
everyday life.  
In Okopsukkun, women are in control of the exchange of food between 
houses. But it goes without saying that a married woman, in receiving food from her 
husband, wants to eat abundantly with her closer kin. People recognize that a 
daughter-in-law should send regular food presents of plantains or fish to her in-laws 
and such presents of raw food are the modus operandi of ‘a good behaviour’ (nuet 
taet), ‘memory’ and ‘respect’ (pinsaet) and peacefulness between people living in 
separate houses. However, in their nature, such presents are considered inherently 
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scarce and never enough to prepare an abundant meal like tule masi which is the 
outcome of marriage and co-residence. The relation between parents-in-law and 
daughters-in-law can never be mobilized to prepare an abundant meal for the 
obvious fact, as some people say, that they live in separate houses and participate in 
two different cycles of meal preparation and consumption49. Therefore, oros chopa 
becomes intuitively associated with relations that, in the praxis of everyday life, are 
not linked to the production and consumption of food. These are affinal relations of 
a specific type, with a son or brother’s wife, viewed in principle as the donor of 
scarce raw food.  
On the other hand, although islanders emphasize that a ‘good’ (nuet) 
daughter-in-law should visit and help her mother-in-law with the chopping of food 
in the case where a meal is in process, she is rarely invited to eat, and then only 
occasionally when preparation of a meal together is agreed and with the consequent 
substantial provision of the main components. Otherwise, she is quite systematically 
excluded from the circle of everyday commensality in her husband’s natal house. In 
turn, a daughter-in-law rarely sends presents of cooked food to her in-laws. For 
islanders, this is in the obvious nature of the link between non co-resident in-laws 
who do not feed each other as co-residents do. The raw food she gives away as a 
present is for another cookhouse: it is cooked and eaten by another circle of 
kinspersons.  
This introduces another explicit aspect in the way islanders understand co-
residence and food distribution. This depends on gender and is explained in 
reference to the link between parents and children. People manifest a clear 
preference for having daughters, as a daughter is reluctant to leave her parents, and 
even when she moves to live elsewhere, she remains in daily contact with her 
kinspersons through daily visits, sending homemade drinks and meals, or 
occasionally arranging collective meals. Thus, as Muu Wakatikytili, an old woman 
in Okopsukkun, explained to me: ‘my daughter belongs to the house. She belongs to 
me. She takes care of me until I die. Although I raised my son, he left the house to 
get married’. Or another old man commented: ‘a daughter gives me all the fish that 
                                                
49 For the Kuna, generosity (nuet taet) is a value, and people positively emphasize the act of sending 
food presents. But generosity is also a matter of viewpoint, as Cecilia McCallum (1998) argues for 
the Cashinahua, who hide food from distant kinspersons to give to and share with their closer kin. 
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her husband gives her. A son gives me just one or two fishes, if his wife is good and 
brings it to me’.  
There are strong ideas suggesting that what motivates the flow of food is the 
gendered link between parents and children and the different positions that men and 
women have after marriage. According to islanders, as a man cannot marry in his 
natal house, he finds women outside, and thus finds himself to be a food producer 
within the precise context of matrimonial relations. Given that Kuna married men 
conduct all the subsistence activities for their wives and in-laws, marriage renders 
men as in control of the generation of raw food for household consumption. The 
scarcity of plantains and fish to prepare tule masi is a male generated scarcity. In 
short, if a man does not go out to collect plantains from the mainland gardens or out 
fishing, his house experiences food scarcity. Thus, except for the food women may 
exchange between households, men are primarily in control of the generation of 
food. In relation to this, Okopsukkun people remark quite unanimously that the 
products of a man’s labour ‘belong’ (kati) to his wife, who in turn wants to share 
them with her closer kinspersons.  
As I have suggested in the previous chapter, a Kuna house is based on the 
co-existence of both affinity and consanguinity as the underlying social relations at 
its core. The same models of relations are also at the core of abundant meals 
preparation, as the everyday project of Kuna domestic existence.  
 
3. A Cooking Pot as the Icon of Kuna Households 
As Heckenberger (2005: 189) suggests, “words and gestures, ideas and things are 
not autonomous but mutually pre-disposed, each implied, if not “pregnant”, in the 
other”. For the Kuna then, patterns of multiplication and density are inscribed 
through the bodily praxis of cooking food, in the use of containers and pot, in the 
transformation of its ingredients, in the mastering of time, in the apportioning of 
food, in ideas on food, and in its materiality, making in turn the body of its 
consumers. We have seen that tule masi, made of meat and vegetables, conveys 
precise information about the model of social relations at the core of Kuna 
households, matrimonial and consanguineal ties. The image of one household, 
composed of different married couples, has a parallel in tule masi, in the different 
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ingredients mixed together in one pot and separated again for consumption. A 
cooking pot is, in itself, the icon of a Kuna household, made of matrimonial 
relations and consanguineal reduplications and in turn, the product of marriage and 
food abundance. 
Kuna dishes may not, in se, be considered difficult to prepare, according to 
their recipes. However, in my experience, it is the style of cooking which renders 
simple recipes difficult to execute. Firstly, food is cooked on a daily basis in large 
quantities and for many consumers. The cooking pot is large and heavy, and the 
cooking procedures are based on the continual using of several containers to add and 
remove the various ingredients in large quantities from the cooking pot. I have 
already described how fish and plantains arrive separately in one cookhouse, 
generated by married men for their wives and children. These ingredients are thus 
combined together in one pot to prepare tule masi. According to the proper way of 
cooking tule masi, different ingredients are mixed and cooked together, and they are 
then separated. First, chopped plantains are added into a pot of cooking coconut 
broth. Chopped fish is added, and removed when cooked. More chopped plantains 
are then added or other staples, when these are available. Importantly, fish and 
plantains should never be overcooked, as this would render the action of serving 
them in separate plates impossible. Cooking is therefore a process of time mastering.  
On the other hand, the display and eating of tule masi is accomplished 
according to patterns of separation and multiplication. A Kuna person eats real food 
with alternate mouthfuls of meat, plantains and coconut broth, which are presented 
on separate plates. By eating, a person re-unites these different components of a 
meal into one body. This action repeats what has already been achieved through 
cooking. In one large pot, several ingredients are combined together, and later, 
separated again. This corresponds to the proper style of doing things in 
multiplication and saturation. This style is embodied, inscribed in the technical 
process of tule masi preparation, as well as in the way it is displayed, and in the 
experience of eating it. Interestingly, the preparation of oros chopa does not rely on 
the separation of ingredients, as these are scarce to be served separately, and it is not 
considered an abundant and proper meal.  
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4. One bowl, two plates 
In this section, my aim is to elucidate the content of matrimonial relations as 
manifested at mealtime, in the praxis of tule masi consumption and in the nature of 
food that a husband and wife eat together. Every day at mealtime, recently married 
couples eat together, and they are served one large bowl of coconut stew to share, 
and individualized portions of meat. What does this distinctive mode of eating tell 
us about the nature of conjugal relations?  
In Okopsukkun, eating together from one bowl is strongly associated with 
sexual intimacy and the reproductive content of matrimonial relations. The 
association between eating and sexual intimacy is asserted in the expression kunai 
kue, ‘making love’, which contains the verb kunne, to eat, and eating is clearly 
portrayed as a source of matrimonial pleasure and happiness (yer ittoket). Sharing 
one bowl of coconut and vegetable stew complies with the creation of conjugality, 
as those sharing a meal are likely to become a reproductive unit. For instance, in 
eating together, husband and wife face one another. According to old women, new 
spouses should make eye contact while eating, otherwise their forthcoming children 
will be born squint eyed. People make no direct reference to the flow of substances 
between co-eaters, but there is a clear sense that husband and wife eat together as no 
one else at home, apart from their small children who are likely to be fed from the 
same plate of their mother or father during the weaning process.  
Furthermore, people say that the habitual consumption of coconut broth 
(okop nisar) gives fatness and grease to bodies, and thickens sexual fluids, and in 
particular sperm. Old people see thickness as necessary for conception and the 
clotting of sperm into the fetal mass (see Chapter 5). Thus, there seems to be a 
connection between spouses sharing coconut broth and improving the fatness and 
fecundity of their bodies together.  
In the ordinary discourse of people, there are several metaphors about 
coconuts – as they are found on palm trees – and female fecundity. To begin with, it 
is worth remembering that coconuts are both the cash crop still largely grown in 
Okopsukkun, and the basic component of everyday meals50. Islanders distinguish 
                                                
50 Although writers have brilliantly explored the effects of coconut cropping and the tenure of 
coconut groves (cf. Stout 1947; Howe 1974; Stier 1979), the importance of the coconut as food 
according to local categories has remained quite unexplored. 
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between okop nuet (‘good coconuts’) and okop iskana (‘bad coconuts’). Okop nuet 
are coconuts with liquid inside the cavity and used as currency with one coconut 
fetching ten cents. Okop iskana are dry, but the pulp is processed to prepare fatty 
Kuna meals. For people, the fatness or dryness of coconuts on the palms offers the 
opportunity to talk in metaphors about female fertility. A woman with several 
children is okop nuet, while a woman without children is dried like okop iskana. 
Coconuts, for the milk contained inside their cavity, present a symbolic figure of the 
womb, as a container retaining the fluids necessary for conception. Okop nuet, as a 
coconut with plenty of milk inside, is symbolic of the womb filled with sexual 
fluids. A dry coconut is used to refer to infertility, seen as the difficult retention of 
sexual fluids. In other words, coconuts relate to fertility in various ways: as food, it 
adds fat to bodies and thickens sexual fluids. Coconut is symbolic in itself of female 
fertility and conception, the liquid in its cavity being analogous to sexual substances 
contained within the womb. The conversion of sexual fluids into babies can be 
further assimilated to the conversion of good coconuts into money and purchased 
goods, as the convertible wealth of islanders. Planted in former times, coconuts 
move from the groves into people’s houses, converted into cash or food. Coconuts 
symbolically and materially unite cash-incomes and the material and symbolic 
properties attributed to the consumption of proper meals, understood as a mode to 
regenerate robust and fertile persons. I suggest that these metaphors come to the fore 
during conjugal meal consumption, through the practice of eating coconut stew 
together from one bowl, as the practice of building matrimonial relations as 
reproductive unities.  
The question now is why spouses eat an individualized portion of meat. 
Following a line of analysis offered by Gow (1989) in his ethnographies on Piro 
subsistence economy, it is worthwhile asking if food is not in itself the object of 
particular oral desires and thus the medium to initiate specific relations based on 
their satisfaction. I did not questioned Kuna people on the mode of conjugal eating, 
but I suspect that this is linked to the conceptual importance of food abundance as 
the result of matrimonial relations. As mentioned, an individualized portion of meat 
gives culinary satisfaction to its consumers and this is likely to be recreated in 
conjugal meal sharing.  
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There are subtle differences in the size of meat portions received by 
consumers and this depends on how much food a husband has produced for his wife 
on a daily basis. In the case of an abundant fish catch, the husband and wife receive 
a larger cut of fish as a sign of prestige and abundance. Food consumers know that 
an individualized portion of meat contains implicit information about the difference 
and specificity of their conjugal relations. Thus, an individualized portion of meat, at 
the same time, gives the pleasure of abundance and links this pleasure to the specific 
nature of conjugal relations. Meat and conjugality are further juxtaposed in other 
aspects of Kuna everyday practices concerning the techniques of hunting and fishing 
based on magical songs, which are also used to seduce potential partners of the 
opposite sex – and paradigmatically by men to women – to attract and induce sexual 
desire through a predatory mode of social engagement. Seducing and hunting (or 
fishing) alludes to sexual courting as the method of generating conjugal relations. 
The consumption of meat fits into the associations between meat and conjugality.  
On the contrary, the production and consumption of plantains seem to point 
at another model of social relations: that of consanguinity. To begin with, the 
production of plantains and vegetables is based on the transmission and inheritance 
of cultivated gardens from parents to children, thus combining the production of 
food with the reduplication and continuity of consanguineal relations over time. The 
cultivation of crops alludes in various ways to consanguinity, and the Okopsukkun 
Kuna display several analogies between the growth of plantains and the growth of 
humans. This aspect would require further investigation, but I wish to mention that 
for instance, the cutting of a plantain for growing a new plant is called grandmother, 
muu, in reference to the idea that in Kuna houses, grandmothers, as cooked food 
dispensers, are seen as the source of nourishment and the agent of growth for 
younger kin51. Cultivation is viewed as an act of consanguineal multiplication, based 
on the growth of plants and the growth of people.  
Plantains and cultivated crops, as indispensable components of a meal, are 
served in abundance and without any difference between consumers, thus marking 
the equality of food consumers. At the same time, conjugal relations allow for the 
multiplication of human kinship, through eating and sex. In eating together, husband 
                                                
51 Stier (1979: 247) reports that baby plants, which sprout around a plantain base and are difficult to 
cut, are referred to as ‘still breastfed’ (ampa onunai).  
  
86 
and wife experience the abundance of vegetables and meat, and the individual 
culinary pleasure of spouses comes to be linked at mealtime to the products of 
marriage and its reproductive capacities. At mealtime, the sameness and 
distinctiveness of meal consumers is created through eating practices. In the 
previous chapter, it was noted that multiplication and divisions are the Kuna style 
and main-mode of producing space and living a large-scale sociality. The shared 
consumption of coconut and vegetable stew and the separate consumption of meat 
between spouses replicate patterns of multiplication and divisions at mealtime, 
linked to idioms of consanguineal and conjugal relations and associated with the 
consumption of vegetables and meat. 
 
Conjugal Quarrels 
In the previous section I show the link between food consumption and marriage. The 
production of food is also fundamental for conjugality. I explore this through 
negative expressions, namely by exploring adultery and conjugal quarrels over the 
allocation of food. I first realized that the arrival of food is invested with great 
significance for conjugality when I heard a Kuna woman in her late thirties 
lamenting about a food quarrel she had with her husband. One day, somebody 
rushed to tell her that her husband, on his way back from the gardens, stopped at his 
natal house, and later, his mother sold some of his gifted plantains to the store. 
Therefore, the woman rushed to the house of her parents-in-law to claim her 
plantains back. A quarrel, with reciprocal insults for stinginess, resulted from this 
incident. The husband returned to live with his kin, which is equivalent to a divorce 
in Okopsukkun. On the other hand, the woman found full support from her 
kinspersons who defended her adamantly and she later commented how it is ‘ugly’ 
(feo) when a man decides over food distribution. Nor should his mother carry out 
decisions regarding food, as she has no claim over her son as food producer.  
In Okopsukkun, it is conventional that the products of one’s labour should be 
given directly to one’s wife. The contrary generates suspicions about love affairs, as 
hiding and selling raw food call systematically to mind that a man wants cash for a 
lover. Gossips about flirtations and adultery are widespread in the village. They are 
also the content of jokes, especially for women. For instance, the conventional 
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banter between female friends on the pathways is be astar, ‘you betrayer’, answered 
with be sakka, ‘you mother-in-law’. If a woman walks alone and she is asked where 
her husband is, she may answer cheekily ‘I don’t know’ (wichuli), playing on her 
lack of thinking about him52. In a similar way, a distant kinswoman may engage in 
banter and say ‘I’ve just seen your husband with a young girl’ and the usual answers 
are ‘I don’t care, this never ends’ or ‘I will beat him’. Men are not expected to 
engage in analogous jokes about adultery with each other, as this would be 
interpreted as a serious lack of respect53.  
A man who plays sexual jokes on a woman is seen as expressing sexual 
desire for her. Experimenting in matters of love is common among young people. 
Young men quite frankly admit that their major conjugal tensions are for their 
lovers, described in Spanish as problemas de mujeres, ‘problems of women’, and as 
one man put it: ‘I have no other problems with my wife, apart from the problems of 
women’. Sexual courting begins with bantering, and later relies either on money and 
the possibility of inviting a woman to enjoy a store-bough drink or by offering store-
bought goods or gifts of raw food to a woman who one wishes as a sexual partner54.  
Lying and secrecy are generally considered the way of securing loving 
affairs while preserving conjugality. However in a densely populated village like 
Okopsukkun, keeping affairs out of a wife’s sight is a complicated issue. In general, 
suspicion is ever-present in the attitude of people living on a large island, where 
things happening in one area may be hidden from people living in other areas. In 
zones of lower visibility, at a distance from one’s conjugal house, a man may 
quickly hand some produce to his lover or hide them for collection later. One day, as 
I talked with an old woman, the subject of food hiding dropped into our 
                                                
52 Conventionally, in Okopsukkun, a man never jokes in this way, as this would be interpreted as a 
serious lack of care for his wife. For instance, my partner was once asked where I was, and his 
answer, ‘I don’t know’, was interpreted as a sign of conjugal problems between us. In turn, a husband 
and wife are expected to joke all the time, and this is seen as manifesting a good conjugal relation, 
without setbacks. One man told me that he also joked moderately with his wife’s unmarried sisters, 
because they lived together. 
53 In ordinary Kuna speech, a male sexual rival is the one ‘stealing’ a woman (pensuet). Latent 
suspicion exists among men, while they often express their concern regarding non-Kuna men, who in 
former times stole Kuna women and killed Kuna men, and nowadays, for Colombian traders, who 
ask women for sex in exchange for consumables. 
54 These ways of courting characterize both heterosexual and homoerotic encounters. In the latter 
case, a homosexual male (ome kit) invites a paramour to drink sota (a sparkling drink), thus enacting 
a man-to-woman form of sexual courting that is later inverted during sexual intercourse. But while 
homoerotic flirtations are conventionally regarded as juvenile entertainment, heterosexual love affairs 
are potentially dangerous, as people say, because they cause jealousy. 
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conversation, and she explained that whenever her brother wanted to give food to 
his lover, he would quickly land the canoe at the neighbouring village to hide the 
food. Another strategy is to hide some of the produce in his natal house in 
complicity with one’s kinspersons. In turn, women have their own straightforward 
strategies for securing produce arriving at home. In part, a woman relies on her near 
and distant kinspersons who announce the arrival of her husband on the shores. She 
then makes her way to help him personally with the canoe, to secure his catch of fish 
or his plantains. A co-resident kinswoman may also be sent on her behalf to help 
him. This is a subtle but diffuse way of securing the arrival of produce at home, thus 
securing a wife as the one who controls food and distributes food presents.  
As discussed above, Kuna women essentially take care of apportioning food, 
figuring out how much food is for household consumption and how much can be 
distributed to the in-laws. In some cases, a man may ask his wife to give away food 
presents to a friend and a refusal provokes quarrels. A woman berated her young 
married daughter for her barefaced refusal to give some of her husband’s catch of 
fish to a friend of his. ‘I don’t know your friend’ she replied to her husband who left 
the house complaining about her stinginess. Her mother said to her, seriously: ‘never 
joke about apportioning food. This makes a man leave’.  
In certain circumstances, old people temper the tensions of recently married 
couples, by offering suggestions to both partners. As one married man put it: ‘my 
father suggested I be a good husband and foresee my wife’s needs. One should 
always have a look at the cookhouse: are there enough logs in the cookhouse? Are 
there enough plantains and coconuts?’. To foresee a wife’s needs expresses memory 
and thought (pinsaet), thus demonstrating good marital relations and a life of 
tranquillity (pokuat). It is suggested that young men do not wander around in search 
of lovers, as this potentially threatens the tranquillity of their lives. In their 
comments, islanders link the male production of food to the enactment of 
conjugality and matrimonial contentment. Conversely, when a man does not 
produce food for his wife or does not hand produce or money to her, he is not 
actualizing marriage and he is forgetting his spouse55.  
                                                
55 A married brother may rely on his sister’s gardens in some circumstances, and a sister receives part 
of the produce, but the distribution of food is carefully managed by a man’s wife.  
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A man told me that his daughter left the village for Panama City, in the hope 
of forgetting her partner who regularly concealed produce and did not work for her 
as much as he worked for his kinspersons. One day, as I was talking to Raquel, an 
old Kuna woman, she stated that her husband, who lived in Colón for several years, 
had a lover whom she was never jealous of. She remarked that: ‘he was far away 
from the village, and never gave her my plantains’. Spatial distance is often 
associated with forgetting. Hiding food shows indifference and it is tantamount to 
producing social distance in the same way as the contrary – giving food – enacts 
closeness and intimate relations. Importantly, such cases demonstrate how the 
current division of labour in the village is deeply linked to a particular way of 
attending conjugal relations, where producing and giving raw food are at once the 
content and manifestation of matrimonial ties. 
The relation between sex and food is clear in some expressions used by male 
speakers. Mas kanai refers to the actual action of ‘going’ (nae) into the forest to 
‘catch food’ (mas kae). But it can also be used with metaphoric connotations for 
‘going to catch women’. While mas kasa mai, ‘to stand with the caught food’ refers 
to the fact that a man has found one. As noted above, the expression gunai gue, 
‘making love’, contains the verb kunne, ‘to eat’. The manifestation of kupie, sexual 
desire, is a masculine prerogative. A man asks to make love, while women portray 
themselves as ‘shy’ (pinke) to display their sexual desires. Nonetheless, young 
women make no secret that sexual intercourse is enjoyable for both partners. One 
young woman portrayed sexual pleasure as an experience of contemporary female 
personhood, in contrast to former times, when women found their conjugal 
satisfaction mainly through receiving food from their husbands and not in their 
sexual companionship. But in the present, the link between food production and 
sexual relations continues to be strong. For instance, women refuse sexual 
intercourse whenever men do not engage in subsistence activities on a daily basis. 
Once, a woman explained to me that when food is scarce or absent and her 
husband wants to have sex, she replies: ‘I am too weak: you’d better bring me food’. 
Another time, a man lamented about his ‘lazy’ (wiekue) son-in-law, who 
consistently spent his time at home instead of going to the forest, despite his 
daughter refusing to sleep in the same hammock with him. According to most 
people, in former times fathers-in-law were more assertive and asked a son-in-law to 
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leave in the case of him not working for his wife and her house. According to men, 
in response to the increased laziness of young husbands, women can easily find 
another man for themselves. A man should secure conjugal life stability through the 
habitual provision of food or money, but adultery remains an always-present 
alternative to marital life for both spouses.  
Older kinspersons suggest that their younger kin should not be jealous 
(nope). For islanders, jealousy pertains to the range of extreme affectivities that are 
bad, and it is a poni pippisuli, ‘not a minor problem’. ‘Don’t be foolish!’ suggested 
an old grandmother to her married and jealous granddaughter: ‘your husband is a 
good fisherman and you eat fish everyday’. The young woman had just seen her 
husband perched at the local store joking with a girl. As joking initiates amorous 
flirtations, he was accused of carrying on secret love affairs. But her grandmother 
rebuked her for her jealous reaction, explaining how jealousy is a bad trait for 
conjugal relations. According to people in Okopsukkun, jealousy induces extreme 
emotional states and actions in a person, such as fights between spouses, beatings or 
killings. It was often stressed to me the importance of living in tranquillity 
(pokuat)56.  This corresponds to an ideal of social life, but this ideal is not always 
manifest in the concrete reality of everyday practices and social relations. 
                                                
56 See Overing and Passes (2000), for a discussion on the importance of conviviality among 
Amazonians.  
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Plate 8 – Above: in the cookhouse. Below: smoking fish 
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Plate 9 – Above: crowds at mealtime. Middle: food presents. Below: 
grandmother and grandchild 
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5. Old Women and Grandchildren 
Having described the producing and consuming nature of matrimonial relations in 
Okopsukkun, my aim in this section is to explore the role of old women as the cook 
and dispenser of daily meals at home. The headman’s role as the organizer of food 
production at household level has been analyzed in Kuna ethnographies (Holloman 
1969). However, the role of women as food givers has been quite neglected. 
Furthermore, food exchanges between households have been almost entirely ignored 
(c.f. Howe 2002 [1986]: 26-27). Here, I show the link between ordinary food 
transmissions and the creation and conceptualization of kin ties. This is fundamental 
to understanding how kinship operates at the level of ordinary life and has important 
implication for an understanding of gender (c.f. Lea 2001). I argue that in 
Okopsukkun the distribution and the consumption of food mark different positions 
in the life cycle, and different positions in the cycle of kinship relations. To illustrate 
this point, I begin with the preparation and distribution of matun, a viscous plantain 
drink, which is the favourite drink of children, and a drink offered to visitors57.  
In the quietness of morning time, old women prepare homemade drinks for 
the house. Sweet plantain drink is rarely absent from Kuna houses and if the elder 
woman of a house cannot prepare a large pot to offer for daily consumption, she 
asks a close kinswoman living elsewhere, usually a sister, to prepare it on her behalf. 
The preparation of homemade drinks is an ordinary fact of domestic life for 
Okopsukkun Kuna and it is a highly skilled activity learned from woman to woman 
across generations. The recipe is not technically difficult, but the preparation of 
large quantities, using large and heavy pots and calculating the numbers of 
consumers, renders it a skilled activity. Those preparing the drink are always 
muukana, old women, in the position of grandmothers in relation to those 
considered the main consumers of the drink, their younger kinspersons. Let me 
illustrate the preparation of a sweet plantain drink, to discuss later how this 
resonates with the expression and creation of closeness on an ordinary basis.  
The preparation of matun takes place in the early morning, and begins with 
the rinsing of cooking equipment: a large aluminium saucepan for cooking, a large 
wooden mortar and wooden pestle, and a wooden whisk for stirring the drink. With 
                                                
57 The cooking recipe of matun is similar to the Cashinahua mani mutsa, plain banana drink, reported 
by McCallum (1989). 
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the exception of the store-bought metal saucepan, the other utensils are hand-made 
by male wood carvers in the village.  
When entering a cookhouse, one notices a provision of plantains on the 
ground, near one of the two oval extremities of the building. Plantains are usually 
cooked and eaten as a vegetable, but some are stored for ripening and added to 
sweet bananas to prepare matun. Sweet bananas are stored in a wooden container 
covered with fabric or a wooden lid. Thus, muu (grandmother) puts a large saucepan 
of water on the open fire while she sits in a lighted area of the cookhouse to peel and 
chop into small pieces about twenty ripened plantains and bananas selected from the 
house provision. The chopped pieces are put into the saucepan until the water boils 
and then removed, poured into a wooden container and crushed to a pulp with the 
pestle, through vigorously rhythmical movements. Toasted and ground cacao seeds 
may be added to the pulp. Meanwhile, additional water is poured into the saucepan 
to boil and to be added to the plantain pulp.  
With seamless motion, a woman proceeds to stir the plantain pulp to obtain a 
viscous drink (ollikkwat), which is passed through a wooden sieve to eliminate any 
remaining pieces of plantain. She skims off the foam on the top of the viscous drink 
with a spoon, and lets the small children hanging around have a taste of it. Then, she 
tastes the drink herself and adds sugar, to obtain the desired sweetness before 
serving bowls of the plantain drink to each one of the children at home. From the 
large container, four or five small metal pots are filled with matun and offered to her 
sisters with whom there are regular, mutual offerings of homemade drinks for their 
respective children. When a kinswoman lives nearby, muu herself goes and gives a 
pot; otherwise a younger woman (usually her daughter or granddaughter) goes on 
her behalf. The pot usually passes from hand to hand with a seamless movement, so 
that there is no stopping between the action of giving and receiving. The following 
is an extract from my field notes, which describes the distribution of matun in 
relation to the labour involved in its preparation.  
Beatriz, who is not feeling well, asks her older sister Wagala, who 
lives elsewhere in the village, to come and prepare matun on her 
behalf, offering a large pot of the drink for herself as a provision for 
her house. After preparing matun, Wagala returns home bringing her 
portion, while a large pot remains in Beatriz’s house. At home, Wagala 
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fills two small pots with matun for her grandchildren who live apart 
and keeps the main portion for the house. Beatriz offers a pot to her 
daughter’s husband’s mother for her three-years-old grandchild, who 
immediately asks for the drink in the usual manner: muu koppie, 
‘grandmother, I want to drink’.  
In the next section, I use this example to discuss Kuna notions of selfhood in 
relation to labour and consumption. What is stressed through the transactions of 
sweet plantain drinks is the difference of lived experiences between older and 
younger kinspersons, marked in the actions of giving and receiving nurture. 
Gestures of nurture giving and consumption mark simultaneously different positions 
in the life cycle and in the cycle of kin ties.  
 
Food Givers and Food Consumers 
In the case of compounded sleeping buildings linked to one cookhouse, it would be 
tempting to say that several individual families with children share one kitchen. But 
the notion of sharing seems inappropriate in this context, since the Kuna describe 
their cookhouses as the province of women where one is personally invited to eat by 
its owner/master, muu, the elder woman of the house who does the cooking and 
dishes out the meal, arranging the plates on the table for the various habitual 
consumers linked to that cookhouse as food producers and/or to her as offspring.  
In the cycle of domestic development, an independent cookhouse is rarely 
established immediately after marriage, it is a gradual process that requires time. We 
have seen in the previous chapter that a recently married couple lives 
matriuxorilocally long before setting apart and establishing an independent 
cookhouse. This occurs ideally when co-resident couples begin to have their own 
grandchildren, and the house splitting is explained with sentences like ‘now there 
are too many children here’. Similarly, inter-household transactions of food, as a 
normal occurrence in the village, decrease whenever the number of children at home 
increases. For instance, a woman suspends the gifts of raw food to her husband’s 
kinspersons when she becomes mother of two or more children, and according to 
people this is likely to happen because the provision of food in a house is for the 
children.  
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According to birth-order, sisters with their respective husbands and offspring 
establish their own independent cookhouses successively. Like Beatriz and Wagala, 
sisters continue to rely on each other in cases of need, occasionally asking for sweet 
matun to be made on one’s behalf, as this is the drink their small grandchildren are 
reared on. In case sisters live nearby and have one or two small children each, they 
send small pots of sweet plantain drink to one another for their respective 
grandchildren. These inter-household distributions seem not to obey the logic of 
exchange, as there are no obligations or expectations of returning a gift of sweet 
plantain drink. Rather, the prevalent logic is one of mutuality for which both women 
are givers and receivers of something they both know how to prepare. At home, 
store-bought drinks (chocolate and coffee) are habitually consumed, but they are 
never transacted because, as a woman said to me, they are easy to make. Instead, 
preparing a sweet plantain drink is complicated and based on specific knowledge 
that a woman has acquired at home while observing her older kinswomen. Old 
women told me that their younger kinswomen do not know how to make matun yet, 
and this extends to the preparation of tule masi. Younger women prepare saucepans 
of store-bought coffee or chocolate but not complicated dishes, as cooking expertise 
increases in terms of complexity with age. Connected to this, food can be said to 
materialize aspects of the person who makes it, in that it is the result of the lived 
knowledge acquired through the life cycle.   
This introduces another aspect. It is worth noting that a woman who makes 
matun distributes it. Among the Cashinahua, who consider things as aspects of the 
person who owns them and who place high value in generosity and sharing, food 
tends to be shared with those who are most similar to oneself, one’s closest 
kinspersons. Concealing food becomes a strategy for sharing with one closest kin, 
while not appearing ungenerous to others (McCallum 2001). For the Airo Pai, who 
similarly emphasize an intimate link between food and the woman who processes it, 
the consumption of someone else’s food implies mixed feelings. According to 
Belaunde (1992), this concerns the fear of possible contamination regarding a dish 
that a woman has not personally prepared and the “ingestion” of aspects of another 
woman who may not be a close kin. Therefore, a Cashinahua woman hides a meal to 
eat and share it with her closest kin, and an Airo Pai woman prefers to eat the food 
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she has personally processed, although she cannot refuse to eat the food offered to 
her by another woman.  
Among the Kuna, the preparation of one large saucepan of sweet plantain 
drink (or one meal) culminates in the multiplied distribution of small pots to those a 
woman recognizes as her closest kin. But differently from the above cases, 
distributing food and eating are actions and positions invested of quite different 
significances. This can be discussed in relation to ordinary practices of food serving 
and consumption that, probably for their obviousness, “go without saying” (Bloch 
1992) at the hearth at mealtime.  
Among people in Okopsukkun, the consumption of meals always involves an 
invitation to eat and there is never generalized access to food provisions for the 
members of one house. To be a food consumer, one has to be invited to sit at a table 
where a plate of food has been served especially for him/her to eat. One has to be 
‘called’ (kole) to ‘come and eat’ (mas kun take). The arrangement of meals and the 
order of consumption reveal differentiations between those living and eating 
together in one cookhouse. The woman who does the cooking orchestrates these 
subtle intra-levels of commensality by inviting people to eat when she has arranged 
their plates on the kitchen table. Meals are consumed in the kitchen, sitting at a table 
which usually sits four persons, if not less, and the table dimension does not vary in 
relation to the habitual number of food consumers at home. This conforms to a 
pattern of meal consumption for which the members of a household eat 
successively, depending on their families and on age groups. If a meal is served first 
to the headman of the house, as a sign of respect and recognition of his position as 
leader, the following meals are normally served successively to married couples, 
with husband and wife invited to eat together as described earlier. Their plates are 
arranged one in front of the other and a large bowl of stew is shared, as a way of 
building up conjugal intimacy through repeated acts of meal sharing and 
consumption. A small child is also told to share the food with its mother and father, 
thus sitting with them while a small amount of food may be stuffed on its mouth, 
particularly plantains and the vegetable components of a meal. Thus, unmarried 
people and children are called to eat, depending on their gender and age, while 
weaned children are served on the ground, sitting on a large forest leaf to consume a 
bowl of pre-mashed vegetables.  
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With this in mind, it is important to note that the woman who cooks, 
arranges meals in the kitchen, and calls her kinspersons to eat, does not have anyone 
calling her to eat. This is a salient aspect, since she does not sit at the table as the 
other food consumers do, but she eats while cooking and remains behind the fire, 
often without facing those who may enter the cookhouse. I wondered when my host 
consumed her meals, because I never saw her eating, and was told that ‘since long 
time ago’ (kusku tanikki) the woman who does the cooking does not sit to eat. She 
takes bites of plantains while she roasts them, virtually unnoticed by others. It is rare 
if not impossible to see her consuming a daily meal as openly as the other household 
members invited to come and eat. It could be suggested that she hides herself as a 
food consumer, or at least, that her manner of eating almost unnoticeably marks her 
position in the circle of household commensality as food giver and not as food 
consumer. Nixia, my adoptive sister, would cook once in a while on the gas stove, 
‘to give her mother a rest’, and she remarked that the soup she cooked was suitable 
for her mother who could not eat fish. It is only sporadically that the woman who 
habitually does the cooking is addressed as a food consumer, and this is only when 
someone cooks for her. In sum, I argue that Kuna kinship is articulated around the 
position of meal givers and meal consumers. This reflects the pivot position of old 
Kuna women as grandmothers and the cooks and dispensers of meals, in relation to 
their younger kin, those eating meals. 
 
Nurturing the Body 
Culinary practices in Lowland South America have been the object of analysis of 
several ethnographers, due to its importance for Amerindians, which was first 
noticed by Lévi-Strauss in Mythologique. Food has been discussed in relation to the 
largely explored theme of corporeality in Amazonian ethnographies, as the common 
and specifically native ground for understanding social practices and models of 
kinship based on bodies. I concluded the previous chapter by contrasting the fullness 
and heightened sociality of Kuna life and the loneliness of kirmar, malevolent 
ghosts in search for spare places. According to people, because kirmar are anus-less 
and cannot eat, they do not exchange food and they do not live in crowds. This 
suggests that eating and giving food is invested with the heightening of people’s 
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sociability. As shown in the previous section, eating is also invested with the 
development of personhood, and the cycle of kinship relations. With old age or 
during sickness, appetite is reduced. Women refer to the dryness of taro tubers when 
talking about menopause. The expression ‘I ate taro’ (wakup an kucha) refers to the 
dryness of female bodies and the restricted corporeal liquids when a woman ages 
and has less appetite. This finds expression in the absence of menstrual flux. 
According to people, a slow motion of blood is the main characteristic of old age, 
for women and men. Without abundant eating, the greasiness and fatness of the 
body decreases and old persons become progressively motionless, with reduced 
grease in the joints. As an energetic meal combines solid, liquid and fatty food, a 
body should maintain an internal balance between strengthened bones, blood and 
corporeal fluids, and fat to be strong and energetic. According to islanders, this 
makes the fecundity of people, their sexual and labour energy reached progressively 
through the consumption of proper meals. 
At the other lifetime extremity, newborns have a limited amount of blood, 
and their bones are ‘easily bent like a stalk’ (see Chapter 6). They are ensured 
robustness and abundant blood through breast milk. According to islanders, certain 
homemade drinks with plantain and cacao seeds are thought to actually produce 
breast milk and implement its viscosity and sweetness. On the other hand, a sweet 
maize drink reduces abdominal pains and absorbs blood, particularly during 
menstruation and after childbirth, when its coagulation on the ventral area is thought 
as one of the most serious causes of illness and post-partum mortality. Islanders 
maintain that one should eat properly and compatibly to assimilate food in the 
bodily fluids, to implement fecundity and energy.  
Proper food generates fast blood motility in young men, expressed in their 
corporeal exuberance and indefatigable movement. Food is thought to give men 
energy to work in different areas of the Kuna landscape that are peripheral to the 
island. One man explained pointing to the sea and the mainland forest beyond the 
island: ‘there is food there, food in abundance, but it is hard to get it. To live well, 
we have to work hard’. Islanders see themselves as hard workers. Food is viewed as 
what generates people’s strength and robustness. Essential to good health is a 
balanced combination of sea and forest food, with fatty properties. This is thought to 
generate strong bodies that are apt to live in the Kuna land, across its watery and 
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forestall domains. Food creates working energy and fecundity, inverted in the 
generation of more food and strong and fecund persons. Cooking is what transforms 
resources coming from the peripheries of the landscape into one conjoined 
strengthening meal for the body of islanders. 
 
6. Reconsidering the Category of Real Food 
In this chapter, I have argued that tule masi is, in many ways, the artefactual 
manifestation of social relations. Cooking, distributing, and eating tule masi 
manifest the saturation of Kuna life at the level of micro-quotidian gestures and 
embodied praxis. I discussed the role of food dispensers and food consumers, 
showing that these correspond to different positions in the life cycle and in the cycle 
of kin relations. This is a fundamental aspect in understanding Kuna kinship. The 
Kuna universe seems divided between the positions of food dispensers (old persons) 
and food consumers (young persons). Cooking, distributing and eating food is 
invested with the creation of bodies and persons in the specific frame of kinship 
relations. In sum, I suggest that the category of masi sunnati, ‘real food’, conveys 
information on how Kuna people conceptualize social relations, with vegetables and 
meat associated to different set of relations, consanguineal and matrimonial, which 
are at the core of Kuna households. 
To conclude, the ethnography of this chapter leads to formulating a 
comparative question that has received surprisingly little attention in Amazonian 
ethnographies. As the category of proper or real food is widespread among 
Amazonians, why is a proper meal often, if not always, the combination of 
vegetables and game? Take for example the Piro of the Bajo Urubamba region, for 
whom the comida legítima (real food) consists of plantains or manioc and game, and 
the consumption of game without vegetables induces sickness, and “tricks the 
stomach”, without properly satisfying hunger (Gow 1991: 124). The Barasana eat 
meat or fish accompanied by cassava bread or fariña (S. Hugh-Jones 1979; C. 
Hugh-Jones 1979). The Cashinahua term the act of consuming meat and vegetables 
together nai-, implying that bites of both are chewed together (McCallum 2001: 
100). 
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One can understand the implications of asking why real food is always the 
combination of vegetables and game, from a brief example that Lévi-Strauss offers 
in discussing how South American myths encode indigenous models on social 
relations. The larger frame of his discussion was to show how models of social 
relations exist in the mind of natives as well as in anthropological theories (1968: 
350-351). I paraphrase him.  
Lévi-Strauss wrote that South American myths dealing with the cooking of 
meat (and the origin of culture), and myths dealing with the origin of cultivation, 
inform us about two distinct modes of kinship relations, elicited in the very precise 
protagonists of these myths. In the first set of myths, the protagonists of mythic 
narratives are affines of the type sister’s husband, wife’s brother and sister’s brother, 
which, Lévi-Strauss notes, point to an elementary model of matrimonial exchange. 
Myths on the origin of cultivation make sense of another specific set of affines: its 
protagonists are the wife’s sister or the husband’s brother, affines of a peculiar type, 
understandable in the register of the equivalence and contiguity of siblings, and 
alluding to their potential role as seducers. This is an apercus that leads to 
formulating the question whether the preference for meals combining vegetables and 
game, that Amazonians categorize as real or proper food, is in fact a way of 
conveying precise information on native models of social relations. This sets up an 
ethnographic problem that goes further than the aims of this thesis, and deserves to 
be addressed comparatively with further investigation. In this chapter, I explored 
how information on social relations is encoded in the praxis of Kuna everyday 
meals, in the nature of the food produced and circulated, displayed and eaten at 
home. In the next chapter, I continue this exploration with an analysis of inna kaipi, 
the strong maize and sugarcane beer drunk on the occasion of Kuna puberty 
festivals, which will provide further information on the crowdedness of Kuna life. I 
will show how festivals and drunkenness transform and invert certain aspects of 
ordinary life related to food production and consumption, and how festivals are 
about, and promote the multiplication of people through marriages, pregnancies, 
birth and the raising of fertile children. 
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Chapter Three 
The Girl’s Naming Ritual 
 
 
 
Nokaste, ittomalanto yu yu yu…  
(Kuna drinkers offering and drinking inna kaipi) 
 
 
 
Their way of smoaking when they are in Company together is thus: a Boy lights one 
hand of a Roll and burns it to a Coal, wetting the part next to it to keep it from wasting too 
fast. The End so lighted he puts into his Mouth, and blows smoake through the whole length 
of the Roll into the Face of everyone of the Company.  
(Lionel Wafer, A New Voyage and Description of the Isthmus of America 1699) 
 
 
 
In this chapter, I analyse the production and consumption of the fermented beer 
consumed on the occasion of girls’ naming rituals held in Okopsukkun. In the 
previous chapters, it has been shown that the village is characterized by its compact 
layout, its demographic concentration, and the proliferation of affinal relations 
internal to the village. Social organization revolves around matriuxorilocal 
households, autonomous in terms of food production and consumption. During 
drinking festivals, all villagers participate together in preparing and consuming 
fermented beer, called inna kaipi. Sociality is re-arranged on a larger scale, and the 
distance between co-villagers, living in separate houses, is reduced through the 
mediation of beer. Villagers converge at one large communal house, called the inna 
house, to prepare and drink inna kaipi. Drinking festivals may be opportunities to 
arrange intra-village marriages, between drinkers who consider one another distant 
kin, friends, and potentially marriageable. Furthermore, beer is the means of 
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reducing the distance between living beings and cosmological others, the dead and 
spirits.  
In this chapter, I describe a girl’s naming ritual as well as the fermented beer 
for its potential to manipulate relations of alterity, internal and external to the 
village. Describing the naming ritual leads to a deeper understanding of village life, 
relations of alterity and marriageability, around the significant changes that the 
celebration of a festival produces in the village, in villagers, and in the celebrated 
girl58. 
 
1. Inna Suit 
In Okopsukkun, the naming ritual is celebrated each time for one girl of five to eight 
years old. The ritual is called inna suit, long inna, after the name of inna kaipi, the 
strong maize and sugarcane beer abundantly consumed during the ceremony. In 
January 2003, during a naming ritual at which I assisted, I counted fifty-eight jars of 
fermenting beer, each jar containing around forty or fifty litres, with about three 
thousand litres of inna kaipi consumed in three days.  
Along with the consumption of beer, the festival revolves around two main 
ceremonial moments. Firstly, an ancient name is given to the celebrated neophyte 
girl. Secondly, her long hair is cut according to specific ceremonial techniques and 
she is dressed in the proper attire of adult Kuna women. As most people state, the 
naming ritual re-celebrates the conception and birth of a neophyte girl, and promotes 
her maturation from youth to puberty and marriage.  
Fermented beer is made in the same large house where drinking festivals are 
held, called the inna house. This is about six or seven times bigger than Kuna 
houses, and accommodates the large “volume” of people attending the festival. The 
building is oval in shape like Kuna houses, with a rectangular structure of timber 
poles and beams supporting a thatched roof and cane walls. Like other houses, it 
comprises two separate buildings, the cookhouse (soo kaia) and the main building 
                                                
58 Here, I use “festival”, “ceremony” and “ritual” interchangeably to refer to the drinking festivals 
held in Okopsukkun and possibly throughout San Blas. Although feminine rituals are celebrated in all 
San Blas villages, there are variations in the repertoire of ritual performances held in the different 
Kuna communities. I use data gathered in Okopsukkun from my observation of one inna festival 
performed in January 2003 as the ethnographic basis for this chapter. See Prestan (1975) and Sherzer 
(2001 [1983]: 139-153) for an account of inna festivals in other Kuna villages.  
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(ney tummat) each with an entrance, no windows, and between the buildings is a 
fenced patio. In the main building, several clay jars of inna kaipi are left to ferment, 
half-buried in the ground along the walls, for about ten to eighteen days. During the 
ceremony, the strong beer is consumed in the main building, with men and women 
drinking simultaneously but separately, and the house space utilised according to 
gender. Although the house interiors are not physically divided, the implicit bi-
partition of the drinking space is obvious, with men crowding the building on the 
side of the entrance, and women consuming inna on the other side, near the 
cookhouse. When festivals are not taking place, the inna house is kept closed and 
the interior remains empty. 
 
To Hold inna suit 
At inna suit, the main sponsors of the festival are the neophyte girl’s parents. Her 
father assumes the role of ‘inna owner’ (inna ipet) and her mother is called ‘the wife 
of the inna owner’ (inna ipet ome) or, later on, ‘inna owner’. Their role consists of: 
(1) acting as the main sponsors of food, materials and ceremonial tools for the 
festival; (2) watching over the fermenting beer by abstaining from sex, lest 
something bad happens to the ceremonial specialists; (3) participating in a sequence 
of ceremonial activities performed during inna suit and getting obligatorily drunk. 
The co-residents of the inna owners are their closest helpers. There are two key-
examples that throw light on their relevance in holding the festival.  
Firstly, on the eve of the preparation of inna kaipi, the inna owners and their 
co-residents move into the inna house, to watch over the beer as it ferments. Thus, 
their house is “re-located” to the inna house. This indicates that their house becomes 
temporarily designated as the house hosting the festival. Secondly, during inna suit, 
the co-resident married couples act as ceremonial substitutes for the inna owners, 
replacing them in drinking and ceremonial activities, whenever the inna owners are 
severely drunk. In Chapter one, I described how the matriuxorilocal house is the 
important feature of Kuna social organization. At festivals, the house retains its 
pivotal place, losing its character as an independent household unit and becoming 
one single house that hosts the festival. This is also elucidated by the flurry of 
productive activities conducted by the inna owners and their co-residents in 
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preparing for the festival. Fishing, hunting expeditions, horticultural activities for 
producing plantains, sugarcane, and maize, collecting logs, coconuts, and other 
materials needed for the festival, are all activities which intensify over a long period 
of time by the male inna owner and his co-resident affines. An important role is 
played by his father-in-law as the organizer of long-term productive activities, and 
his mother-in-law who takes charge of smoking fish and game, storing raw food and 
other ceremonial tools for the festival59.  
Besides the accumulation of food and materials, the household takes charge 
of earning wages to buy items and ceremonial tools essential for holding the inna 
suit. These items can be divided into two categories: (1) tools for the preparation and 
drinking of inna kaipi, including large metal pots, baskets, strainers, sieves, spoons, 
and drinking bowls of various sizes; (2) ceremonial tools and instruments, including 
flutes, maracas, canoes, hammocks, tobacco leaves, pipes, kerosene, cigarettes, 
scissors, combs, and harmonicas. Furthermore, cash incomes are converted into 
female ornaments and beautiful clothes that the neophyte girl, her mother and the 
other kinswomen wear during the festival. Feminine attire, acquired by purchasing 
western goods, are notably expensive, and all these kinswomen have around eight 
different outfits to wear at the festival, including mola blouses, skirts and head 
scarves, several necklaces with coins and beads, golden earrings and golden rings60. 
                                                
59 Other store-bought food purchased for the festival includes rice and sugar. Additional horticultural 
produce and game are also purchased to realise the abundant quantities required to offer food to all 
ritual specialists. In 2003, the sponsoring couple bought plantains from another village.Further, 
during the hunting expedition, the father-in-law of the male inna owner purchased tobacco leaves and 
achiote in large quantities from a mainland Kuna village in the Bayano region. Additional alcohol is 
also store-bought. Unlike other San Blas villages, store-bought alcohol is not added to inna kaipi, but 
consumed separately during the festival. 
60 It should be said that a restricted number of girls in the village undergo the ceremony of inna suit. 
In 2003, I calculated that inna suit is celebrated for one girl every four to six years. Also a restricted 
number of my older female informants told me that they underwent the ceremony in their youth. This 
confirms what Prestan (1975) noted in the 1970s, when inna suit was no longer performed as much as 
in former times, when the ceremony was obligatory, lest a girl could not find a husband, as people 
suggested to him. Nowadays nobody in Okopsukkun says that a girl cannot find a husband if inna 
suit is not held for her. When I asked people about the low frequency of rituals, the replies were 
straightforward: the ceremony costs lots of money. Prestan calculated that inna suit cost about 
US$8,000. In 2003, by my calculation the sponsoring couple spent about US$9,000. This quite 
obviously explains the low frequency of festivals. But it raises the problem of how the celebration of 
festivals has changed over time. In this chapter, I cannot give this problem all the analytic treatment it 
requires to be properly addressed. It has however been addressed by Peter Gow, in his analysis on the 
abandonment of girls’ initiation festivals (kigimawlo) among the Piro, and he states that: ‘the Piro 
people have changed the way they change themselves’ (2001: 178). Gow argues that festivals are 
about the transformations over a woman’s life of three liquids: menstrual blood, manioc beer and 
yonga, ‘design-painting liquids’ (1999). By abandoning kigimawlo, Gow argues that these have been 
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New bead leg and arm bands are also made for the occasion. The other female 
drinkers wear a couple of new elaborate garments personally made for the occasion.  
Thus, the celebration of inna suit relies on the intensification of routine 
activities undertaken by co-residents and on their capacity to convert monetary 
income from waged urban work to celebrate inna festivals with complex ceremonial 
activities, astonishing quantities of inna kaipi and properly adorned female villagers. 
Paradigmatically, one of the most valued feminine ornaments at drinking festivals is 
the feminine coin necklace, appreciated for the tickling sound of coins along with 
rhythmical dancing steps. Furthermore, holding festivals and drinking copious 
amounts of inna kaipi is thought to generate wealth and richness in the post-mortem 
destinies of all beer consumers.  
It can be argued that inna suit revolves materially and symbolically around 
the generation of abundance, wealth, and beauty. The inna owners and their house 
have a pivotal role as generators of abundance through intensified activities. In one 
sense, they already possess wealth in the person of the neophyte girl, which entitles 
them to sponsor the festival. More generally, people consider inna festivals as part 
of those considerable collective efforts put in place to create proper female Kuna 
personae. This concerns the society as a whole. 
Connected to this, the preparation of inna kaipi relies on the help of other 
villagers. When a festival is due, in the communal gathering house, female villagers 
are asked to grind maize to help (pentakke) the wife of the inna owner, and it is 
common for women to motivate their help on the basis of distant kin ties with the 
inna owners or the other members of their household. When the date for inna 
making is set, married male villagers are obliged to bring sugarcane, plantains, and 
rice, and to press the sugarcane. Both male and female villagers undertake the 
preparation of inna kaipi, whilst the inna owner, his wife and the household abstain 
from this. People did not explain the nature of this abstention. But certainly, the 
preparation of a large amount of beer relies upon the collective work and 
interdependence of villagers. Whilst the inna owners and their house are major 
providers of ingredients, materials and ceremonial tools, other villagers are similarly 
                                                                                                                                    
transformed into other festivals held in Piro communities, the fiestas de las Comunidades Nativas. 
Moore (1997) suggests that girls’ initiation rituals in the Kuna village of Narganá have been replaced 
with the celebration of Panamanian carnivals. 
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providers of raw ingredients (albeit in minor quantities) and the labour needed to 
process them. At this level, inna suit is the outcome of communal life, with the 
whole village undertaking the preparation of inna kaipi and consuming it in vast 
quantities.  
The cohesiveness of the village as a whole is also remarkable during the 
ceremony, when all villagers interrupt their routine household activities conducted 
on a daily basis and converge on the inna house, to all get drunk on inna kaipi. 
 
2. The Recipe of inna kaipi 
At the same time as I was beginning fieldwork in Okopsukkun, a three-day naming 
ceremony was celebrated for a five year old girl. The dates for the preparation of 
inna kaipi were set for the 8th and the 9th of January 2003. Work began on the 8th of 
January, in the afternoon, with the village ‘policemen’ (policia, in Spanish, or 
suaripet in Kuna language, ‘the owners of carved sticks’), running through the 
pathways and shouting ‘soo kanamaloye!’ ‘come and get the fire lighted!’  
Adult women, whose children are already completely weaned, converge 
upon the inna house, the big communal drinking house, to commence the 
preparation of inna kaipi. This is done by first preparing large cauldrons of sweet 
maize drink61. In the kitchen of the inna house, twelve large metal cauldrons are 
lined up. Women are divided into three working groups to light the fire, and pour 
ground maize and water into the cauldrons to boil. The resulting pinkish drink is 
called inna ochi, sweet inna, which is ordinarily drunk in Kuna houses un-fermented 
with the addition of store-bought sugar. Each adult male villager is asked to provide 
forty sugarcane, ten plantains and two bananas, and ten wood logs. Alternatively, 
they can gather maize and store-bought rice.  
The following day, in the morning, 240 adult men work to press the juice of 
the sugarcane. The village pressing machine is behind the gathering house, close to 
the inna house. Another pressing machine is requested from the neighbouring 
                                                
61 Pregnant women and their husbands abstain from preparing and consuming inna kaipi, lest the 
drink turns acid. Breastfeeding women also abstain from making and drinking inna kaipi, but the 
Kuna never explicitly stated the reason for this.  
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village, thus about half the men work there to press sugarcane. The work is tedious 
and lasts for ten hours.  
Inside the inna house, 150 women are divided in three groups to start the fire 
and warm up the prepared maize drink. Whenever a bucket of sugarcane juice is 
filled, one man takes it to the inna house kitchen, and mixes it into the maize drink 
in the cauldrons. A male specialist explained that each cauldron on the fire contains 
¼ sweet maize drink and ¾ pressed sugarcane. The mixture is heated on a high heat. 
When the liquid is steaming, the fire is lowered.  
The phases of inna kaipi making are accomplished under the direction of a 
specialist called inna sopet, inna maker. After boiling the liquid, Aurelio Lopez, 
inna maker in Okopsukkun, and his disciples, taste the drink and add toasted maize 
(upi), pinches of ground cocoa seeds (sia) and chilli pepper (ka). The prepared liquid 
is progressively poured in two canoes and several buckets to be stirred and cooled. 
Cooling, as well as filling the clay jars with the liquid are male tasks. Lined along 
the walls of the inna house main building, there are fifty-eight dug out holes for 
burying the fermenting clay pots. At the base of the holes, the inna maker puts forest 
leaves (urua), chilli pepper (ka) and tobacco ashes (pur), the same ingredients as 
added to the liquid.  
Inna kaipi reaches the desired alcoholic level at ten days or more, depending 
on the sweetness of the sugarcane used as the fermenting agent. The inna maker 
carries out periodic ceremonial tasting sessions with his disciples to control the 
fermentation of inna kaipi. Given the high number of fermenting jars, which should 
all taste the same, the ceremonial role of the inna maker is technically difficult. 
When the liquid in some jars tastes too strong, the inna maker adds hot water. If the 
alcoholic level is weak, hot maize drink, pinches of toasted maize, and tobacco, are 
added. Aurelio Lopez told me that inna in fermentation may taste thirty different 
ways which should be equalized to have a good inna kaipi. He mentioned three of 
them: copper-like taste, seafood-like taste, and bitter.  
More generally, inna kaipi is characterized as a sour drink. The term kaipi 
derives from kaipireke, ‘sour’. The sour beer is in contrast to inna ochi, ‘sweet 
inna’, the unfermented, sweet maize drink consumed at home. Sweet maize drink is 
a minor component of inna kaipi, mixed with sugarcane and left to ferment. The 
opposition between ‘sweet’ and ‘sour’ runs through the Kuna culinary system as an 
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opposition between ‘food’ and what Lévi-Strauss would call ‘anti-food’ (cf. also 
Viveiros de Castro 1992: 131). In general, Okopsukkun people attribute sweet 
tasting food and drinks with nourishing properties, whilst sour relates to emetic 
properties. Sour liquids are made, swallowed and vomited as a form of therapeutic 
intervention to cleanse the body. Therefore, consuming sour substances is, in itself, 
an “anti-eating” action (cf. Mentore 1993). This is in contrast to sweet food and 
drinks ordinarily prepared, ingested, and digested in the bodies of their consumers. 
Inna kaipi, for its sour taste and the effects it produces in the bodies of its drinkers, 
is associated to emetic liquids in contrast to food. In connection with this, and based 
on what I discussed in Chapter two, older people, who are not defined as food 
consumers, are renowned for their desire to drink the sour inna kaipi. In contrast, 
young children are prohibited from drinking inna kaipi and young persons dislike its 
sour taste, while they like inna ochi, the unfermented sweet maize drink. Fermented 
inna is the transformation and inversion of inna ochi for ceremonial occasions. This 
corresponds with other transformations concerning the producers and consumers of 
these drinks. 
 
The Moon Cycle  
The process of inna preparation relies on the major role of men as providers of 
sugarcane juice, the fermenting ingredient, and as those who cool the drink. The 
contribution of women consists of grinding maize and processing it into sweet maize 
drink, the minor component of inna. In contrast to other beer-making societies of 
Lowland South America, where making beer is a feminine prerogative, we find 
among the Kuna a male specialist in the ceremonial role of beer maker, assisted by 
several disciples. The ceremonial prerogative of the inna maker is to make the inna 
kaipi ferment. Fermentation, among the Kuna, is charged with supernatural 
connotations.  
Certainly, fermentation relies on the technically difficult task of producing 
an astonishing amount of inna kaipi, equalizing its taste and alcoholic level. The 
inna maker is not directly involved in the actual cooking and cooling of inna kaipi, 
undertaken by adult female and male villagers. But he directs their work. He ensures 
the mixing together of maize drink and sugarcane juice is in the right proportions, 
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tasting the sweetness of sugarcane juice and overseeing the fermentation time. He 
levels the degree of sweetness and alcoholic strength among the metal pots and he 
directs ritual tasting sessions to check and homogenize the level of fermentation 
among the many clay jars of inna kaipi. In Spanish the inna sopet is called el 
quimico de la chicha, the ‘inna kaipi chemist’, and the process of fermentation is 
also described as a work of chemistry, with the Spanish term quimico turned into a 
verbal form, quimicar. The position of inna maker is the ceremonial parallel of the 
position of older Kuna women as everyday food makers and distributors of meals, 
who are not involved in the preparation of inna kaipi. 
In addition to the technical difficulties of making inna kaipi, the inna maker 
contacts the spirit of inna kaipi through singing performances, to make the drink 
ferment well. The fermentation of inna is considered a process involving 
supernatural beings, and concerning powerful transformations controlled by the inna 
maker. According to the inna maker, smoking tobacco is for the spirit of inna, to 
promote its fermentation, as well as using certain substances like tobacco, cocoa 
seeds, and chilli peppers, which shamans and botanical experts also use in 
therapeutic performances. According to people, tobacco is the inna kaipi of spirits, 
the substance flowing from living persons to supernatural entities, which makes 
them drunk through inhaling it. Inna kaipi is part of a complex of shamanic 
substances, along with tobacco, cocoa seeds, and chilli pepper, which specialists use 
to cure their patients. The knowledge of these specialists is considered powerful, as 
they contact celestial and subterranean beings to combat maladies and to ensure the 
wellness and long life of living people.  
In Kuna language, the inna maker is the inna sopet, with the verb sopet 
qualifying the fermenting of beer as an act of ‘transformation’ (sopet). Importantly, 
the verb sopet is used for another significant act of transformation, that of sexual 
fluids into a child, koe sopet. For the Kuna, this transformation is a feminine 
prerogative depending upon the male prerogative of giving sexual fluids. The male 
ceremonial prerogative of the inna maker is controlling the transformation and 
fermentation of the beer, to re-celebrate the birth of a neophyte girl through inna 
festivals. This can be summarized as follows: 
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Men   Women 
Sugarcane  Maize 
Cool   Hot 
Making inna  Making food 
Fermenting inna  Making babies 
 
The supernatural connotation of inna kaipi making can be discussed further 
by looking at the calendar of inna kaipi preparation, followed in 2003. On the 2nd of 
January, Aurelio Lopez, inna maker of Okopsukkun, told me that the ideal condition 
for holding Kuna drinking festivals is in moonlight. The parents of the girl for whom 
the festival was held, were late in gathering some of the ceremonial tools, and 
Aurelio postponed inna kaipi preparation dates to the 8th and 9th of January. Aurelio 
did not discuss his concerns for the festival date further, and I did not press for 
additional explanations62. Thus inna suit began on the 25th of January, after the beer 
had fermented over sixteen days. Looking at the moon calendar reported in a 
Panamanian newspaper, the 25th of January was the last quarter of the moon.  
What is interesting about this concern for the moonlight is that the entire 
calendar of the preparation of inna kaipi in 2003 followed the lunar cycle, as the 
table below shows. 
 
TABLE 1 The Moon Cycle and the Calendar of Inna Kaipi Preparation 
 
Moon Cycle     The Preparation of Beer 
 
New Moon      hunting expedition 
2nd of January     harvesting plantains 
      purchasing tobacco leaves 
      grinding maize 
 
First Quarter     8th and 9th Jan, inna kaipi 
preparation days 
10th of January     
 
Full Moon     ceremonial tasting session 
18th of January 
 
Last Quarter     overture of the festival  
25th of January 
                                                
62 Analogous information on inna festivals and moonlight can be found in Prestan (1975: 143). He 
explains that darkness, for the Kuna, is associated with demons (niamar), which may appear in 
human or animal form to join festivals and frighten drunken people. See the following sections of this 
chapter for a discussion on the participation of supernatural beings at festivals. 
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People in Okopsukkun never draw an explicit parallel between the calendar 
for the preparation of inna kaipi and the lunar cycle, and also in Aurelio’s account, 
this information was only partially revealed. But the relation between inna kaipi and 
the moon points further to the making of inna kaipi as a supernatural process, related 
to the celestial transformations of the moon.  
In 2003, people missed drinking in the moonlight. However, a few days 
before the festival began, when the moon was full and luminous, I heard a 
spontaneous conversation about the moon cycle between Nixia, my foster sister, and 
Beatriz, her brother’s mother-in-law. Looking at the moon, Nixia exclaimed: ‘it is 
extraordinary how the moon always becomes full again’. Beatriz told her that older 
women used to say that the moon is like a woman. She grows, gets pregnant and her 
shape is rounded, and she gives birth and returns to her usual shape63. This 
conversation explicitly connects the phases of the moon to the phases of the female 
life cycle. Inna festivals revolve around the problems associated with the periodicity 
of human life, with marriage, reproduction and aging at their core. The periodicity 
of beer fermentation according to the periodicity of the moon reveals how a vertical 
cosmology underlies the celebration of inna suit. Inna kaipi reduces the social 
distance between co-villagers living in separate houses and projects its consumers 
towards the cosmic outside. 
 
A Celestial Journey  
The performance of festivals relies upon a complex repertoire of male and female 
ceremonial roles, most of which are related to the initiation of the neophyte girl64. A 
                                                
63 In Kuna mythology, the moon is a male being. As Kuna older people say, the moon slept with his 
sister at night, whilst in the darkness she could not see the identity of her lover. To discover it, she 
darkened his face with black genipa. Once his identity was discovered, the moon felt intensely 
ashamed and ran away from his sister up into the sky. Prestan relates the myth to the celebration of 
female puberty seclusion, called serkuet (aging): 
According to Kuna mythology, in former times there was a deity called Olomaguiryai 
who committed incest and had dark parturition blood. For this reason, the Kuna 
blacken all the pubescent girls in order to evoke the phenomenon that occurred to the 
deity, the contrary is taboo, or, as people say: maki (she is raw), obkiale (she did not 
make her ablutions). (1975: 139, my translation) 
Almost all Okopsukkun girls undergo puberty seclusion, and before leaving the seclusion 
compartment, after four days, their bodies are blackened by female specialists. Girls are shy to be 
seen blackened, and they remain at home. See Chapter 4 for a further discussion on the incest myth. 
64 See Prestan (1975) for an account on all specialists. Here I focus on the main ceremonial 
performers. 
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village can either rely on its own specialists or seek out specialists from other 
communities. In general, small villages are ceremonially interdependent; however 
large villages may also rely on the ceremonial services of other neighbouring 
communities. Furthermore, Kuna people come from other villages to participate at 
festivals as drinkers.  
Inna suit is a naming ceremony, during which the neophyte girl receives a 
ceremonial name, designated as ‘flute name’, kammu nuka65. Flute names are 
qualified in reference to the flute played by the name giver, a specialist called 
kantule, who is also the main ceremonial singer of inna suit66. Two new flutes are 
made for the festival and used by the kantule and his student who sings and plays 
with his master during the ceremony, one being long and the other shorter 
respectively. As people say, the shorter flute is female, and the longer male and they 
are associated with the neophyte girl and her future husband, and, by extension, to 
all Kuna women and men. Given the association of the flutes, as played, to the 
neophyte girl and her future husband, a flute name seems connected to the 
maturation and future marriageability of the girl. Prestan (1975) reports that all 
Kuna girls, in former times, must undergo inna suit, or they will not find a husband. 
Prestan is vague about the celebration of festivals being actually about finding a 
husband for a girl. Gow suggests that Piro female initiation rituals are events in 
which a Piro village “opens up” to incorporate affines and find a husband for the 
initiate pubescent girl (2001). In the present, Kuna naming rituals are aimed at 
symbolically rendering a girl marriageable in the future, rather than actually finding 
her a husband. Nonetheless, many women reported that they married in 
concomitance to the celebration of festivals. According to them, drunkenness 
renders men ‘shameless’ (pinke suli) and courageous enough to ask a future father-
in-law for his daughter in marriage. Marriage runs through the festival in two ways: 
by rendering marriageable a young neophyte girl, and by celebrating the actual 
marriage of pubescent girls in the village. Here, I describe further the main 
ceremonial performances during inna suit, which promote the marriageability of a 
neophyte girl. 
                                                
65 Sherzer (2001 [1983]: 143) reports that in the Kuna village Sassardi-Mulatupu the ceremonial 
name is called nuka sunnat, ‘true name’. 
66 See Sherzer (2001 [1983]: 144-147) for a detailed discussion on the song performed by the kantule. 
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Flute names are not transmitted through specific kinship ties and they are not 
the patrimony of any house or specific sector of Kuna society, as in the well-known 
Gê naming ceremonies (cf. Lea 1992: 129-153). Flute names are ancient feminine 
names, and people never discuss their semantics explicitly, or any difference in the 
status of a neophyte girl and other Kuna girls without flute names. On the other 
hand, the name giver is considered one of the most powerful Kuna specialists.  
A male specialist describes it thus: the kantule, as name giver, is capable of 
conducting the soul of the neophyte girl, along with those of drinkers, to the celestial 
vault during the course of inna suit, through flute playing and singing. His power is 
shamanic in nature, separating souls from bodies, and connecting them to the remote 
celestial vault. For the Kuna, this is the place of the dead. Most importantly, the 
ceremonial prerogative of the flute man is to conduct the souls of drinkers back to 
the village. At the end of the ceremony, the flute man shouts the ceremonial name he 
has chosen and conferred to the girl to ‘call’ (kole) her soul back from the sky to the 
earth, followed by the souls of the drinkers. Therefore, a flute name is the medium 
to re-connect souls to bodies. The outcome of this celestial journey is a flute name 
for the girl, whose soul has been connected to the sky and celestial beings, and 
called back to the earth again, through her new name. Male specialists describe inna 
suit as giving a new purpa, a new soul, to the neophyte girl. The prerogative of the 
kantule is to connect living beings to remote celestial beings, and through this 
connection, to give an ancient name to the neophyte girl to ‘call her back’ again, to 
the village, where the girl continues to live with her parents and close kinspersons, 
after the ceremony.  
The process of name giving coincides with important changes in the physical 
appearance of the neophyte girl. On the last day of the festival, the girl wears a mola 
blouse, proper Kuna feminine attire, after receiving a ceremonial hair cutting 
performed by a female specialist (iet) and her assistants. The haircutting follows a 
ceremonial technique: the hair is divided into four parts and progressively cut down, 
(1) from the centre of the head to the front, (2) from the centre to the bottom of the 
hair length, (3) from the centre to the left, (4) and finally from the centre to the 
right67. 
                                                
67 Chapter five shows how the number four is also relevant in the ritual of birth.  
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The hair is cut completely ‘like a newborn’ (koe kissi epo taileke) and this 
takes place in a seclusion compartment, where only female drinkers are allowed to 
enter. Drinkers explicitly describe the ceremony as re-enacting the birth of the girl 
and the cutting of her umbilical cord in the communal birth house (muu neka), 
where only a restricted circle of midwives and older kinswomen gathered to greet 
the newborn (see Chapter five). During the festival, the iet allows a girl to be 
ceremonially re-born by cutting her hair, while all female drinkers converge on the 
seclusion compartment and crowd it for the ceremonial hair cutting. When this 
ceremony is concluded, the neophyte girl emerges from the seclusion compartment 
and men and women engage in circular dancing. During the dance, the girl is 
dressed in eight different mola blouses, one after the other. As some older people 
said, a neophyte girl now looks like a Kuna woman, adult and properly dressed. This 
propels her from youth to adulthood and marriageability, and the whole ceremony 
now emphasizes cross-sex relations. At this moment, men and women drink inna 
kaipi together, before engaging in exclusively same-sex ceremonial drinking rounds, 
crowding the two extremities of the inna house, near the entrance (male) and near 
the cookhouse (female). Cross-sex relations are now stressed in the modes of 
drinking and in the ceremonial activities of inna suit participants. After the 
haircutting, the kantule and the iet engage in cross-sex ceremonial drinking rounds 
with the inna-owners, tinged with erotic metaphors stressing the conception of the 
neophyte girl.  
In terms of ceremonial roles, the iet, the female hair-cutter, and the kantule, 
the name giver, are partners. Both their performances are characterized by 
meaningful connecting and separating actions: one spiritual, aimed at conferring a 
new soul and a name for the girl, and the other corporeal, to re-enacting her birth, 
and changing her clothes into those of a woman. When the festival concludes, the 
girl will again dress in western clothes, as Okopsukkun girls usually do before 
marriage and the birth of children. The proper female attire, including elaborate 
beadwork leg and arm bands and a short hairstyle, is the attire of married women. 
Kuna girls wear mola blouses occasionally, to go to the gathering house, or to the 
neighbouring village. An initiated girl will grow her hair long again, before cutting it 
shorter after marriage. Therefore, the ritual operates to temporarily project a 
neophyte girl into her future, and at the same time re-celebrates her birth. In this 
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way, the ritual merges the past and future in the girl’s life, which are visually 
manifest through her hairstyle (like a newborn) and her ceremonial clothes (like a 
married woman).  
 
TABLE 2 The Repertoire of Roles at Inna Suit 
 
Inna ipet and his wife 
(The owners of Inna)   Main sponsors of the festival  
Main consumers of beer 
Main participants of ceremonial activities 
Abstain from sex while the beer ferments, 
for the safety of specialists  
Assisted by members of their household 
and other kin for collecting food and tools 
and for drinking 
 
Inna sopet (inna maker)  list food and tools to collect 
Set up the calendar of the preparation of 
inna kaipi 
Makes the flute and maracas for the kantule 
Direct the preparation of inna kaipi (mix 
unfermented inna and sugarcane in the right 
proportions for fermentation)  
Sing ‘the way of Inna’ to the spirit of inna 
kaipi 
Taste the beer to level fermentation and 
correct the taste when it turns acid 
Assisted by students participating in the 
preparation of beer and drinking sessions 
 
Kantule (flute man)   Player of flute, Singer of ‘the way of the 
kantule’, dancer 
     Main consumer of inna kaipi 
     Name giver 
     Separates and re-unites bodies and souls 
     Assisted by students in all the activities 
 
Iet, (haircutter) Cuts the hair of the celebrated girl 
according to ceremonial techniques 
     Main inna kaipi consumer 
Partners the kantule in drinking rounds with 
the girl’s parents 
Assisted by disciples, girls and adult 
women  
 
 
In sum, a girl’s marriageability is promoted through the vertical journey of 
her soul to the celestial vault, which connects living persons to remote and ancient 
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beings, and gives to her a new soul. At the same time, these celestial transformations 
have a terrestrial parallel, in the ceremonial haircutting and the dressing of a girl in 
different attire, one after another.  
In the following sections, I focus on the other drinkers at inna suit, both men 
and women, to explore how drunkenness transforms and connects them to other 
terrestrial, celestial, and subterranean beings.  
 
3. Death and the Experience of Rituals 
How do people experience drinking rituals? What does a festival look like to its 
participants? Before inna suit began on the 25th of January 2003, men had much to 
discuss about the festival and how to get things properly orchestrated during it. One 
night, when male villagers were reunited in the gathering house, a woman told them 
about a dream she had. In the dream, the spirit of an old deceased grandmother 
complained that living persons are forgetting the proper way of dancing at 
ceremonies. Thus, the grandmother began to dance rhythmically, with steps and 
jumps, moving her hands vigorously up and down, to show how former people used 
to dance like agouties and birds, with enthusiasm. The grandmother said that living 
people are forgetting how to properly organise performed festivals according to 
former times.  
In the gathering house, men had much to say about this forgetfulness. Inna 
festivals are occasions where what it is to be remembered, what it is to be forgotten, 
are radically important matters. In the following sections, I describe how memory 
and forgetting are involved at various levels during inna festivals in the gendered 
way participants experience the festival and perform it. Here, I begin by looking at 
female drinkers, in particular older women, to show how inna kaipi is a potent 
medium to reduce the social distance between women living in separate houses, and 
the cosmological distance between the living and the dead.  
As older women said, drunkenness makes them forget their close younger 
kin. Initially animated to drink inna kaipi, and to enjoy the festival, drunkenness 
temporarily erases thoughts of close kin68. Most women made spontaneous 
                                                
68 See Gow (2001: 165) for an account on how drunkenness subverts Piro everyday life and makes 
persons mshinikatu, ‘forgetful, disrespectful’.  
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statements about this. They said: ‘I do not remember my children’ (an mimmikana 
pinsa suli). This forgetfulness is because by converging on the inna house, women 
interrupt their routine activities of meal preparation and distribution. As I have 
described in Chapter two, food and its transmissions are the basic mode of 
understanding and realizing kinship on a day-to-day basis. People deem food 
transmissions as acts of memory. The converse, not giving food, elicits 
forgetfulness. People use the verb pinsaet, ‘to remember’, in the negative form 
pinsaet suli, ‘not remembering’, ‘not thinking’. Inna kaipi renders its consumers 
forgetful of their close kin. Festivals transform older women from cooks and 
dispensers of food into consumers of beer.  
Erasing one’s kin from memory links to another aspect of inna festivals that 
women spontaneously stressed. As one old woman said to me, ‘I enjoy inna kaipi 
with my friends’. Friends, aimar, are other women who do not live together. They 
can be resident in the village, or they can be distant kin from other communities who 
are invited to attend the festival. Drinking with friends is thus about doing 
something with people who are normally not engaged together in day-to-day 
activities at home. Friends can visit each other, occasionally, but the ordinary life of 
Kuna old women is busy at home, and they normally have no time to ‘go around’ 
(pippir makket).  
Festivals are opportunities to move out of the house, converge in one big 
house, to meet up with distant kin and friends, and enjoy the drunkenness together. 
Happiness (yer ittoke) is the fundamental emotional hue of festivals, as occasions in 
which certain affective states become temporarily erased and others intensified. 
Women engage in ceremonial drinking rounds together, they continually dance in a 
circle, and produce discordant notes on harmonicas. Inebriated, they sit and they 
smoke the pipe or cigarettes, they talk and they joke. Adult women engage in 
animated discussions with female specialists, like midwives, and the ordinary code 
of relations between younger and older persons is subverted. In day-to-day life, a 
younger woman would rarely address direct questions about medicine or childbirth, 
as these are topics that old women are ostensibly reticent to talk about. Drunkenness 
liberates women and enables them to ask questions, and get answers.  
Drunkenness also makes women willing to sing for an audience of female 
friends. Some women have a reputation for knowing curative songs that are usually 
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the domain of male specialists, or other entertaining songs usually performed during 
initiation ceremonies, and they are asked to sing them, in a climate of general and 
fervent appreciation. Drunk, Clarita points to an old woman, who comes from a 
distant village of eastern San Blas, and comments, ‘she speaks Spanish’. Elena, the 
old woman, sits with other old women and they invite her to sing me a song in 
Spanish. Without recording this, Nixia and I listen carefully to the song, and later we 
wrote it in my field notes. 
 
Tomando estoy la chicha 
Borracha estoy 
Borracha estoy 
Mi hermana lejo 
Tan sola de ella, estoy tomando, 
Lejo de mi hermana 
Esta tan lejo de mi 
Mi corazon llorando esta 
Mi corazon llorando esta 
 
 
I am drinking inna 
I am drunk 
I am drunk 
My sister is far away.  
So alone, so alone I am drinking here 
Far away from my sister 
She is far away now. 
My heart is crying. 
My heart is crying. 
 
Women in the circle draw close to listen attentively and silently to Elena 
singing in Spanish. Other women join the audience. When the performance ends, 
Clarita, who knows a few words in Spanish, comments ‘she sings beautifully’ (yer 
namakke), and another woman urges me to sing back to Elena. The audience greets 
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the request for a song in reply, asking me to sing about my close Italian kinspersons. 
A flow of questions and comments convinces me that I can no longer avoid singing. 
Elena, who sits close to me, expects a reply song performance as the proper 
ceremonial mode of singing songs, based on the mutual inversion of the positions of 
listener and performer.   
There are several aspects of these songs that can be discussed to understand 
the way Kuna women experience drunkenness during inna kaipi. First, drunkenness 
makes distant women willing to sing for one another. Secondly, if all songs are 
welcome, women most often sing improvisational and autobiographical songs, 
focused on the expression of personal feelings for distant or even dead kinswomen69. 
Performed within a small feminine audience, a circle of friends, women like these 
songs and describe them as beautiful. As Nixia told me, these songs are so beautiful 
that even younger women, who dislike drinking, come to the inna house just to hear 
them. In what sense are they beautiful? Women’s singing performances are sung for 
an audience of distant female relatives, or friends, and they are focused on lost or 
distant kinswomen70. As I mentioned before, happiness is the emotional hue of 
festivals. Women enjoy drinking with female friends who live in separate houses. 
But drunkenness also encourages drinkers to think about their now distant or dead 
relatives. Women’s beautiful songs capture and describe this emotional progression 
from happiness into sadness. Nixia said ‘when a woman sings about her kin, one has 
the urge to cry’ (cuando las mujeres cantan de su familia, a uno le da gana de 
llorar). Female songs are moving, and they generate strong emotions in the listeners.  
The following is another improvisational song that a woman sang for a 
friend. The transcription does not report the song exactly as the woman sung it, but 
Nixia and I listened carefully to it and made sure it is accurate. It is worth noting 
that Nixia had an exceptional memory of it. 
 
My husband is learning how to make inna 
He will soon become an inna maker 
                                                
69 See Chapter two, note six, for other female improvisational songs, lullabies and mourning songs, 
all sharing the same focus on kinship relations. 
70 It should be noted that Kuna people manifest great interest in the kin relations of their outsider 
visitors. An anthropologist is asked obsessively if she/he ‘has a mother’ (nana pe nikka?) and if 
she/he ‘has a father’ (pap pe nikka?), in a way that these questions do not pre-assume the existence of 
these relations. 
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He does not want me to drink too much 
Why are you learning to make inna? I ask him 
I want to get drunk  
I feel happy drinking with my friends 
 
I have a good time with my friends 
I left my children at home, to drink with my friends 
Now that my mother is dead, I can come to the inna house 
Before, I would look after my drunken mother 
So, I did not get drunk on inna, to look after her  
 
Now I remember her 
I suffered much when she died. 
I suffered intensely 
She was always close to me, when I was a small child 
When I grew up, she was close as well 
When I was sick, she found a seer to cure me. 
She bought medicines to cure me. 
 
Now she is dead, I cannot tell anybody when I am sick 
I cannot call anybody ‘mother’ 
I know what it means to lose a beloved kin 
Now, I care for my children 
I have seven daughters and one son 
I give lots of medicines to my son, to make him vigorous and strong. 
He is strong and seems a grown up boy, but he is still a child. 
I teach him to respect me.  
 
I have grandchildren 
I want to die old 
With all my daughters married 
So, to feel that I can die 
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My mother made lots of mola for my daughters 
How much she made mola!  
She made lots of mola for my daughters 
When they got married, she gave mola presents to them  
 
Now I get drunk blithely, as my mother is dead 
I think of her 
She liked getting drunk so much  
She sang beautiful songs 
They made me to cry 
 
The woman was singing about how she became like her mother, an older 
woman with grandchildren. As with all Kuna grandmothers, she takes care of her 
grandchildren, but she leaves them at home to drink inna kaipi and to have good 
time with her friends. Like most drunk women, she sings beautiful songs that make 
the listeners to cry. When alive, her mother enjoyed the drunkenness at inna kaipi as 
much as her daughter was now; she cared for her children, she made mola for her 
granddaughters, and she sung beautiful songs. When her mother was drunk, the 
woman did not drink so she could take care of her. Now, in experiencing 
drunkenness, she finds herself in the same position of her deceased mother. 
Furthermore, and connected to this, with the death of her mother, the woman has no 
living kin to call ‘mother’, nana. When sick, nobody finds curing medicines for her, 
as this is a conventional way Kuna people describe the relation between mothers and 
children. The woman now has younger kin who address her as ‘mother’, nana, and 
‘grandmother’, muu71. This connection between language and kin relations is worth 
noting, as songs are, in themselves, verbal performances about lost relations, but 
also about how the temporality of life turns a young woman into an old one, who 
now occupies a position similar to that experienced by her older deceased 
kinswomen.  
                                                
71 A Kuna person refers to his/her older brother or sister as being the first who used the kin terms 
‘mother’, nana, and ‘father’, papa. 
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This is similar to what Gow (2001: 88-92) describes for Piro people speakers 
and the way they use language as an assertion of kin relationships. Referring to the 
loneliness older Piro people experience, Gow writes: 
Old people become, as they themselves say, ‘orphans’, without parents 
or other older kin, and hence ‘alone’. Not only are they ‘alone’, they 
have lost their primary relation relationships to language. (…) Because 
these people are now dead, no meaningful social relationships with 
them are possible. It is this that is marked, not their non-existence 
(ibid: 88).   
This is also true for Kuna speakers getting old, and finding themselves in the 
positions of their kin, now deceased. As I discuss in Chapter two an older woman 
has nobody calling her ‘to come and eat’ (mas kun take). This is linked to the death 
of her older kinswomen. Thus an older woman loses primary relations who defined 
her as young kin and a food consumer. This also connects, as Gow suggests, to a 
loss in the use of kin terms72. In such a sense, these relations are permanently lost. 
These songs are sung to living friends, they talk about dead kinspersons but they 
cannot bring them back.  
Nonetheless, the memory for deceased kinswomen is activated through the 
projection of the living onto the position occupied previously by their dead kin. 
Here, I think the clue is that for the short moment of festival time the dead cannot be 
revived, but the distance between the living and the dead is drastically reduced, and 
living people are in closer experiential connection with the dead. In one sense, 
drinkers suspend their close kin relations and they do not conduct productive 
activities, or cook, or cure their young kin. They move out of their houses. Drinkers 
act as people in former times, now dead and distant from them, and they become 
experientially close to the dead. Most importantly, at inna suit their souls depart 
                                                
72 This can be further discussed in relation to shamanism. Kuna seers, nele, are paradigmatically in 
the position of an orphan as from when they are children, they are obliged not to use kin terms to 
address their parents. As people say, calling a woman ‘mother’ and a man ‘father’ would show to 
spirits who is closely related to the child seer. This would immediately induce spirits to kill the 
child’s parents to fully incorporate the seer into their superhuman community. People explain further 
that a mother does not nurture her seer child and he does not ask her for food. The status of a shaman, 
among the Kuna, is one of a permanent orphan, and his existence is marked by the sacrifice of 
meaningful primary relations for protective reasons, and by the only partial existence and never fully 
realised close relations. See Fortis (2008) for a discussion on shamanism and orphans among the 
Kuna.  
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from their bodies following the song shouted by the kantule. Without souls, their 
bodies are experiencing a state analogous to a form of ceremonial temporary death. 
Inna kaipi enables its feminine consumers to reduce the social distance between 
themselves as friends and experience a form of ritual death in proximity to their 
dead kinswomen. Death, initially absent from inebriation, happiness and the 
camaraderie of drinking, becomes remembered and revealed in the climax of 
feminine singing performances. This begs the question: what happens to the other 
male participants of the festivals? 
 
4. Coming to Drink 
Who comes to inna festivals? What is the participation of guests aimed at? Kuna 
men give straightforward replies to these questions. Everybody enjoys inna kaipi 
and Kuna people come as guests from near and distant villages. When a festival is 
planned, guests are invited to drink. The inna owners, and the other villagers, invite 
their siblings, relatives and friends living on other San Blas islands or mainland 
Kuna villages. Married sons and daughters, who have moved to urban areas, come 
back to Okopsukkun to drink inna kaipi, when a festival is held. Furthermore, Kuna 
chiefs and ritual specialists from other villages are invited. Finally, among the 
ensemble of drinkers, one can see non-Kuna strangers – anthropologists, NGO 
workers, missionaries, and teachers73. Men take pleasure in seeing such people 
getting drunk on inna kaipi, stating that everybody enjoys their strong beer, with the 
proverbial expression that ‘inna kaipi is better than rum’.  
Given the ordinary demographic concentration of Okopsukkun, the 
population does not substantially augment at festivals. When inna suit begins, the 
village seems empty, until one gets closer to the inna house, and hears loud, 
indistinct noises and then sees the house filled with people, dancing, singing and 
producing discordant notes on harmonicas. As described above, in everyday life, 
Okopsukkun houses are rarely empty, while the inna house is kept closed. At 
festivals, sociality is re-arranged on a larger scale, and villagers, ordinarily attached 
                                                
73 In Okopsukkun, there is an evangelical church. Missionaries attempted to discourage the festivals, 
but people keep organising them. Missionaries invited to drink come from the catholic church of the 
neighbouring village of Ustupu, and are less intolerant when it comes to drunkenness.  
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to their respective households, and people from other communities, converge on the 
inna house, to make and drink inna kaipi, which is ‘better than rum’. 
By communal regulation, Okopsukkun local stores sell alcoholic drinks only 
during festivals. Some drinkers, both men and women, usually leave the inna house 
to drink rum or beer at the local stores. On an everyday basis, some men hide a 
bottle of seko, the Panamanian rum, at home for occasional consumption or they 
leave small quantities of sweet maize drink fermenting. The neighbouring village, 
with autonomous regulations, sells alcohol during weekends and some Okopsukkun 
men go there to get drunk on beer or rum. Usually, drunken men sleep in their natal 
houses, and return to the house of their in-laws the following day. As their 
kinswomen state, drunken men do not want to go back in their in-laws’ house. Here, 
there is an implicit point. Drunkenness precludes men from conducting routine 
productive activities, which are at the basis of their conjugal relations and their 
insertion in the house of their in-law. As seen in Chapter two, food production is 
explained as a form of thoughtfulness for one’s wife and children. Drunkenness is 
clearly in contrast to this, but while ordinary drunkenness is discouraged and the 
selling of alcohol is prohibited, drunkenness at festivals is the product of the 
collective animation to drink and get drunk rapidly for ceremonial purposes. Thus, 
during festivals, all men remain in the village to get drunk on inna kaipi, rum, and 
beer, and some other Kuna people travel from near and distant villages to join in the 
festival74.  
Drunkenness intensifies the sociability between co-villagers and also 
exacerbates sociality with drinkers coming from other villages, where hostile 
relations are already latent. According to men and women, quarrelling and fights 
may characterize male drunkenness, in contrast to the camaraderie of female 
drinking.  
The initial state of inebriation renders men more sociable and extroverted 
and after ceremonial drinking rounds, men sit in groups and engage in discussions 
and jokes, laughing loudly and having a good time together. In the general climate 
of euphoria, older men and specialists abandon their characteristically controlled 
everyday demeanour, explained by Okopsukkun people as an expression of their 
                                                
74 Often the inna-owner buys additional alcoholic drinks for his helpers, or in case inna kaipi runs out 
quickly. Men save money to buy drink at festivals.  
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thoughtfulness, in favour of a more joyful attitude. Inna kaipi transforms the usual 
reticence of men into extroversion, their seriousness into a willingness to play jokes, 
their suspicion towards strangers into willingness to welcome, and into comments 
on how foreigners are well behaved and respect the village chiefs. Younger men 
abandon their shameful attitudes, glossed as respectful, and talk to older specialists. 
As mentioned before, this transformation is essential to make younger men 
shameless and able to ask their future fathers-in-law for permission to marry their 
daughters. In their accounts of past time festivals, people emphasized the consistent 
number of marriages arranged with young men coming from different communities. 
Nowadays, marriages are mainly organized within the village, probably in relation 
to demographic augmentation and the possibility of finding matrimonial partners 
who are genealogically so distant as to be potentially marriageable (see chapter 
four). I recorded a consistent number of endogamous marriages within the village, 
with spouses in the genealogical positions of second or third cousins. These are 
defined alternatively as ‘distant kinspersons’ (kwenat pollekwat) or ‘non 
kinspersons’ (kwenat suli), therefore potentially marriageable. According to my 
informants, marriages might still be arranged in concomitance to drinking festivals, 
with co-villagers coming together in one large house. Inna kaipi reduces the 
sociological distance between co-villagers, expressed in their affiliation to different 
houses, and it promotes the celebration of marriages inside the village75. 
Fights are the other possible aspect of festivals and the explosion of conflicts 
is sudden. Expressions of antagonism within the village are strongly discouraged 
and intentionally avoided in the course of ordinary village life. This is not to say that 
quarrels do not occur. Within a demographically dense village with a proliferation of 
houses, the relations between co-villagers may be tinged with latent hostility. Some 
men directly experience tense domestic relations with their male in-laws but they 
avoid engaging in direct verbal disputes to avoid ‘major problems’ (poni pippi 
suli)76. Perpetuating tranquillity within and between houses is often an intentional 
choice aimed at avoiding the exacerbation of tense relations.  
                                                
75 This aspect would require further analysis, related to the way drinking festivals have changed 
through time.  
76 In Okopsukkun, men and women describe the difficult, tense relations among co-resident male 
affines with the proverbial expression that marrying a woman without sisters prevents domestic 
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Connected to this, at festivals, Okopsukkun men do not refrain from 
quarrelling with drinkers usually coming from different communities. For instance, 
some men, standing up, made a space around a young man, bleeding from the front 
of his body. The news that a fight had suddenly flared up outside the inna house 
reached the female drinkers and some of them went to see the injured man, who was 
refusing to go home. His kinswomen accompanied him to the female drinking space. 
Nixia said that Okopsukkun men fight with men coming from the neighbouring 
village to drink, and another woman, standing close to us, nodded and mentioned 
that her old husband still feels animated to fight when drunk on inna kaipi. 
One man, remembering the fights he experienced in his youth with drinkers 
coming from Ustupu, commented ‘we do not fight when we have a common 
grandfather. We may fight with Ustupu men, because we come from the same great-
great-grandfather’. Despite the proliferation of alterity within the village, 
Okopsukkun villagers consider themselves one community of kin through common 
relatives from earlier generations. Hostility possibly emerges between drinkers who 
do not recognize kin relations among themselves, in the present and in the past. This 
takes paradigmatic expression in the fights among drinkers from different villages77. 
Social distance is understood as the distance reached in the development of kinship 
relations, in the transition from the closeness of people living together to the 
distance of people living separately in different houses but in one village, or in 
different villages. The arrival of outsiders is in line with the character of festivals, 
which re-connect separate domains and beings of the cosmos, like the earth and the 
sky as described above for the naming ceremony, or the living to the dead as in 
female singing performances. Inter-village travelling characterizes inna festivals, 
but getting together with geographically and socially distant beings is fraught with 
potential dangers. This is in the nature of festivals, where unity must to be re-
achieved on a larger scale, to “re-pattern” (Rivière 1969: 240) and perpetuate 
ordinary life. 
                                                                                                                                    
problems with brothers-in-laws. I discuss the emergence of disputes in the lives of villagers in 
Chapter seven.  
77 See Gow (2001) for a discussion of fights between hosts and guests at Piro puberty festivals. See 
also Descola (1996) and Stolze Lima (2005). 
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This introduces us to a crucial aspect of inna suit, which revolves around the 
performance of male curing songs78. Similar to women, inebriated men sing songs. 
But differently from the improvisational and autobiographical character of female 
songs, male songs are mainly from the repertoire of curing chants usually performed 
in curing rituals. When I asked Kuna men why they sing curing songs at festivals, 
they replied that these songs entertain ponikana, invisible ‘dangerous spirits’ in 
animal or human form, who converge on the inna house from their subterranean 
dwellings. For the Kuna, the world is layered and multi-dimensional. While post-
mortem dwellings of deceased ancient and recent grandparents are in the sky, 
subterranean dwellings are inhabited by malevolent and pathogenic beings, 
ponikana, transformed from humans into spirits in primordial times.  
Among the people crowding the inna house, there are villagers and their 
guests from other communities. But the inna house is also saturated with invisible 
beings79. Thus, the horizontal axis of journeys from different houses and from near 
and distant Kuna communities is paralleled with the vertical axis of invisible beings 
travelling from their subterranean dwellings to join inna festivals. 
 
5. Illness, Curing, and Getting the Spirits Happy 
In this section, I focus on the participation of ponikana at festivals for what this tells 
us about the Kuna social world and transformed relationships at rituals. Why do 
spirits come to festivals? What is their participation aimed at? An answer to these 
questions can be found not in the performance of festivals per se, but in the Kuna 
conceptualization of illness and shamanic interventions through therapeutic chants.  
At one level, before a festival is held, the presence of spirits at ceremonies is 
constantly remarked on, in the statements of specialists, who animate villagers to 
perform dances and ritual activities well during the forthcoming festival. Rituals that 
are well performed render spirits happy, while a lack of noise, euphoria, or poorly 
                                                
78 An elaborate discussion on puberty festivals and male singing performances from a linguistic 
perspective can be found in Sherzer (2001 [1983]). Sherzer describes festivals as occasions where 
both human and spirits gather together. 
79 In general, invisible beings are defined as purpalet, in opposition to sanalet, material beings. Purpa 
refers to what is invisible and incorporeal, and double the visible and material body of living Kuna 
people, objects, animals, plants and so on. In this fashion, the visible body (sana) has a counter 
invisible and insubstantial purpa, which is always linked to it. Purpa is what is hidden, nocturnal, 
immaterial, shadow-like, but can appear in human form through shamanic sessions or dreams. 
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executed dances produce disappointment, to which spirits angrily respond by 
becoming harmful toward drinkers. More generally, the proximity of spirits to living 
persons is always considered dangerous, and tantamount to sufferance and pain. 
Living people are constantly under the threat of hostile pathogenic spirits, which 
cause them illness and require therapeutic interventions. 
The world, as it is experienced and conceptualized by the Kuna, is filled with 
other beings, whose invisible presence is felt in the form of pathogenic symptoms, 
with illness conceptualized as the violent connection of living persons to other 
beings80. Hostile spirits live under the world, but may occasionally expose 
themselves to living people in human or animal shape, particularly at night, when 
life turns from diurnal into nocturnal and hidden81. At dusk, a person, usually alone, 
may perceive the presence of a spirit and get frightened. People describe these 
experiences in detail, because of the profound sensations and transformations that 
are produced in their bodies, such as their head expanding. A person, gathering up 
his courage, may realize that the intense fright just experienced was caused by the 
transition of the surrounding world from day to night. Thus, a branch seems to take 
on a human shape, or the wind moves its leaves82. But this uncertainty in itself 
reveals a mode of conceptualizing the world under constant metamorphosis, where 
Kuna persons are fragile and open to corporeal transformations83. Therefore, 
regardless of how illusionary nocturnal encounters might be, the possibility of 
encountering spirits is ever present and frightens humans, leaving them in a state of 
profound corporeal mortification, upon which illnesses usually depends.  
Kuna shamans are ‘seers’ and, as people say, they see the corporeal interior 
of a patient as ‘an X-ray doctor’. Illness is the hidden presence of the soul of a 
specific pathogenic spirit (e.g. a jaguar, a snake, a sloth and so on), inside the body 
of a patient, tied to its soul. At the same time, illness is described as the abduction of 
a soul to the subterranean dwellings of pathogenic beings. Thus, a ritual chanter, 
who possesses the appropriate knowledge to cure, is called to perform repeated 
                                                
80 See Severi (1993) for an analysis on the Kuna sense of history and inter-ethnic relations, rooted in 
the conceptualization of illness and curing rituals.  
81 Drinking beer in the moonlight is connected  to the fear of encountering shape shifting demons. 
See note 7 in this chapter. 
82 In such cases, a person who fears they have encountered a spirit, but did not, recounts this 
experience in detail to other villagers, in the form of jokes. 
83 See Vilaça (2005) for a discussion on corporeal instability in Lowland South America. 
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ritual curing sessions through the singing of curing chants (ikarkana), the smoking 
of tobacco (war) and the burning of cocoa seeds (sia). A song allows for the journey 
of shamanic auxiliaries, called nuchukana, toward subterranean dwellings to 
recuperate the abducted soul of a patient.  
As Kuna men explain, curing knowledge is often the result of a previous 
illness experienced by a man, who later engages in the long specialist training, 
required to memorize curing songs and learn about the world of spirits under a 
master of specialist knowledge (e.g. a botanical expert or singer).  
Firstly a curing song is accurately memorized through its continual repetition 
in front of the master. Secondly, the apprentice learns about the world populated by 
spirits. He learns where and how they live and who they live close to, by getting 
familiar with an invisible geography through mythical stories of primordial time, 
and through journeys through the forest to collect medicinal plants. The outcome of 
specialist training is learning how pathogenic spirits came into being, their 
conception and birth in primordial time, giving an apprentice the complete 
knowledge of the identity of the spirits.  
This knowledge, called purpa, or secreto ‘secret’ in Spanish, constitutes the 
unspoken part of curing songs. It gives an apprentice complete knowledge of 
pathogenic spirits, upon which the efficacy of curing songs is based. Purpa is 
revealed in utmost secrecy, in many cases is not directly explained. An apprentice 
deduces it as inferred from his master’s hand gestures, which are reminiscent of 
copulation, therefore deducing that all living beings, including pathogenic spirits, 
have been born in the same way. Kuna specialists are generally not willing to speak 
about the purpa of their songs. In one sense, this is because the purpa of a song is its 
hidden part and should remain hidden. Nowadays, specialists may write down the 
purpa of songs, with an accurate description of the conception and birth of a 
pathogenic entity, as the mingling of the God sperm and the Earth menstrual blood, 
the descent from the birth canal, the blood of parturition flowing out, and the cutting 
of the umbilical cord. But specialists keep their notebook hidden, because the 
contents are considered utterly dangerous when not transmitted during specialist 
training, and for their use in curing rituals84. What is dangerous about these secrets? 
                                                
84 Once, during a talk with Mario Perez, a botanical specialist, I showed him the published version of 
the ‘secret’ of cacao, which can be found in Nordenskiöld (1938). His wife was present, and 
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We can answer this question by looking at the way these secrets are written or 
revealed.  
Unlike curing songs with a highly metaphoric lexicon, their purpa is written 
in the language ordinarily spoken by Kuna people, and it is thus comprehensible to 
everybody85. As mentioned above, the conception of spirits may also be inferentially 
deduced through gestures resembling copulation. In both cases, an apprentice learns 
that spirits have come into being like living humans. In this, he understands 
completely the nature and life of spirits in human terms, as conception and birth are 
the way living persons are born. In the context of shamanism and therapeutic 
interventions, a common humanity is therefore attributed to persons and spirits, and 
upon this shared humanity a ritual expert is able of singing to and engaging with 
pathogenic spirits to intentionally restore the separation between them and suffering 
living humans affected by illnesses. Specialist training gives an apprentice 
sophisticated knowledge on what characterizes the peculiar nature of pathogenic 
spirits, their insubstantial bodies, moral attitudes, ways of living, dwellings, and 
their relation to humans as always touched with violence and vengeance.  
The outcome of curing training is, therefore, an intimate relation to spirits, 
with the intention of restoring wellness. Kuna specialists have complete 
understanding and familiarity of the identity of spirits. This awareness is considered 
highly dangerous but potent, giving a specialist the power to reduce the distance 
with pathogenic beings for curing purposes. This may explain why talking about 
birth, among the Kuna, is considered dangerous. Living persons and other beings 
have come into being in the same way. Therefore, each human birth re-enacts this 
similarity, and it is thus an utterly dangerous moment of life, where the difference 
between humans and spirits is paradigmatically reduced and has to be re-patterned. 
I turn now to the question, which opened this section, what is the 
participation of spirits at festivals aimed at? A naming festival re-celebrates the birth 
of a neophyte girl. At the same time, its performance ensures the multiplication of 
human beings through marriages. Regarding this, the participation of spirits at 
                                                                                                                                    
immediately pointed to me and exclaimed, with seriousness, ‘she is going to die now’. Mario took a 
notebook from his chest, to show me that he had several secrets written down, but he also explained 
that secrets should remain hidden, because they are dangerous if inconsiderately revealed. White 
people, as he said, do not know that therapeutic knowledge is dangerous. 
85 See Sherzer (2001 [1983]) for the special lexicon of Kuna songs. 
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festivals seems the logical consequence of the reason why festivals are set up. At 
birth and during ceremonies which re-enact birth, spirits are there, because in this 
respect they are close and similar to humans. Kuna people do not explain the 
presence of spirits at festivals in such terms, but this idea does not seem alien to 
them. Singing curing songs is indirectly the sign of the massive presence of spirits 
during drinking ceremonies. Furthermore, as men explain, songs make the spirits 
happy and inoffensive, while the festival is celebrated.  
Let me describe other aspects of ceremonies, which say more about the 
proximity between humans and spirits. At festivals, the distance between humans 
and spirits is dramatically reduced, as spirits crowd the inna house, although 
invisible to the living drinkers. Their presence is also acknowledged through 
tobacco, appositely smoked for them to render them happy and inoffensive. Older 
people know that tobacco is, from the point of view of spirits, their inna kaipi. For 
the same reason, tobacco is smoked in the context of therapeutic rituals to make the 
spirits drunk and inoffensive, and so recuperate the soul of a patient. Curing rituals 
are comparable to inna festivals, where tobacco, the shamanic counterpart of inna 
kaipi, is offered to powerful pathogenic beings. Furthermore, in curing rituals and 
singing performances, the suffering patient is addressed as the ‘owner of tobacco’, 
like at inna festivals the father of a neophyte girl is the ‘owner of inna’.  
At festivals, the inna house is saturated with two types of beings, one the 
reverse of the other, spirits without material bodies, and living persons without their 
souls86. Drinkers do not know what their souls do in the celestial vault. In the inna 
house, they continue drinking and engage intensely in ritual activities. They 
experience the effect of drunkenness on their bodies, often refusing to go home, and 
wanting to drink more and more and as the drunkenness progresses, they become 
inoffensive and fragile, staggering around and lying on the ground, crying and 
shouting. The kantule, by giving a name to the neophyte girl, ensures only a 
temporary journey for the souls of drinkers. When a girl has been named, the village 
goes back to its routine life, close kin live together again, wellness has been re-
created, and the distance with spirits is re-achieved.  
                                                
86 The separation of bodies and souls occurs in other contexts, such as sickness, when a soul departs 
from the body and gets closer to pathogenic entities, or at death, when again the soul departs from the 
material body. 
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During the inna suit in 2003, the neophyte girl was named Wakatinalisop. I 
was able to catch only a fragment of the song shouted by the kantule at the end of 
the ceremony, to induce all these souls back to the earth.  
 
Olomattakampa aitetake Wakatinalisop 
Wakatinalisop aitetake yee 
Wakatinalisop aitetake yee 
 
 
Wakatinalisop descends on the land of the lakes 
Wakatinalisop descends yee 
Wakatinalisop descends yee 
 
This concludes inna suit. The connection between living people and other 
celestial and subterranean beings lasts only for the duration of the festival.  
 
There is a final aspect to discuss here. The vertical journey of the soul has a 
mythical reflection, which I mentioned at the beginning of this chapter. The Kuna 
tell a myth of the origin of the moon. The myth begins with the incest between moon 
and his sister, a sexual union that is too close, after which moon, ashamed, runs up 
to the celestial vault. His sister also goes far away into the forest, copulates with 
several animal beings, which eventually devour her. The myth continues by 
describing how her children take revenge on animal beings by transforming them 
into under-world spirits, the ponikana. Following Lévi-Strauss in The origin of table 
manners (1979: 133-170), this myth seems to consider two types of sexual union, 
one which is too close and incestuous, and one which is too far and inter-species. 
This is reflected in the vertical journey of moon, but also in the horizontal journey of 
his sister, who copulates with exotic lovers. The result is the vertical separation of 
human beings from celestial and under-world beings. As Lévi-Strauss suggests for 
similar myths, the correspondent sociological problem of this myth seems getting 
married at the right distance, not too close and not too far.  
The ceremonial emphasis on the vertical axis earth-sky-subterranean world is 
paired to the horizontal journeys of Kuna persons converging on the inna house to 
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drink, and representing the problem of social distance and marriageability. The 
sociological problem of getting married at the right distance is not directly 
confronted for the neophyte girl, as a husband is not effectively found for her. But 
her marriageability is promoted, and other drinkers at inna suit may try to arrange 
marriages for their post-pubertal daughters and sons inside the village. Through inna 
suit, the Kuna elaborate cosmologically and sociologically the problem of 
marriageability, and the perpetuation of human life. These problems concern the 
multiplication of living persons, in contrast to illness, which breaks down the 
periodicity of human life. Connected to this, inna suit recalls, through repetitive 
ritual actions and singing performances, the conception and the birth of the neophyte 
girl.  
 
6. Sexual Metaphors 
My informants draw explicit parallels between various ritual moments and actions 
performed at inna festivals and the birth and the sexual maturation of the girl for 
whom the festival is celebrated. In this section, I show how festivals set up the 
conditions for kinship to be reproduced. 
The idea that the symbolic value of beer connects with sexual substances and 
reproduction is not alien to the celebration of inna festivals.  
The actual process of making inna kaipi suggests parallels with sexual 
substances and conception. As we will see in Chapter five, people explain 
conception as the mixing of sperm in the womb with vaginal fluids. Despite not 
stating this explicitly, I suggest that conception is similar to the process of preparing 
inna kaipi, based on mixing sugarcane juice, fetched and pressed by adult men, with 
unfermented inna previously made by women. Perhaps, it is for this reason that the 
theme of women’s joking during the preparation of unfermented inna revolves 
around the “heating up” of their sexual organs near the pots, while they wait for the 
arrival of men with buckets of sugarcane juice. This echoes an aspect that has been 
suggested for other beer-making societies of Lowland South America as ceremonies 
of symbolic fertilization (C. Hugh Jones 1979; Viveiros de Castro 1992: 119-41)87. 
                                                
87 C. Hugh Jones (1979: 206) writes that “fertilization” is the symbolic structure of Barasana 
ceremonial drinking. Among the Barasana, hosts and guests during ceremonies occupy gendered 
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Another analogy between conception and inna drinking is in the metaphor of 
the womb as a ‘drinking bowl’ (noka) (cf. Chapter five). This metaphor is ordinarily 
used by people of both sexes to talk about the womb and its capacity to retain sexual 
fluids for conception. This metaphor receives an explicit erotic quality during a 
cross-sex ceremonial drinking session between the flute man and the wife of the 
inna owner. She is told to drink inna kaipi bowl after bowl, without spilling it, in the 
same way as the womb retains sperm for conception. One may see a drinking bowl 
filled with inna kaipi as an analogy of the masculine and feminine complementary 
contributions to conception, a womb filled with paternal sperm mingled to vaginal 
fluids (see chapter five).  
There are further associations between the fermentation of inna kaipi and 
gestation. We can discuss them in relation to the persons watching over these 
processes: the inna owner and his wife, and the inna-maker. The male inna owner is, 
at the same time, the father of the girl for whom the festival is celebrated and the 
owner of beer. As I will describe in chapters five and six, the position of the male 
inna owner resembles that of the father in the couvade, and this position is 
metaphorically resumed when he watches over the fermentation of beer. During 
fermentation, the inna owner abstains from sexual relations with his wife and other 
partners, as this would cause sickness and death for ritual specialists88. Similarly, a 
man as father abstains from sexual relations with his wife and other partners in the 
                                                                                                                                    
positions, the first being feminine and the latter masculine. The everyday flow of manioc produce 
from women to men is transposed into the ceremonial flow of beer from hosts/feminine to 
guests/masculine confined in the male end of the house to consume beer. Thus, if rituals preclude the 
normal flow of manioc products and routine productive activities at the core of Barasana households, 
gender continues to be the structuring principle of ceremonial drinking and exchanges. The masculine 
position of guests receives further confirmation in the explicit parallel drawn between the entering of 
guests into the house with ceremonial gifts of meat and the act of sexual penetration into the womb. 
Viveiros de Castro (1992: 119-141) elaborates further on the symbolic value of drinking ceremonies 
for the Araweté. Similar to the Barasana, Araweté women are beer-makers and the value of 
ceremonies refers implicitly to acts of insemination of men by women. By drawing a complex set of 
analogies between the making and drinking of maize beer and the process of conception and birth of 
a child, Viveiros de Castro concludes that the Araweté ceremonial drinking cycle has the symbolic 
character of an “oral insemination” on beer as a form of “female semen”, later inverted in the actual 
insemination of women during sexual intercourse. This inverts the assumption of men as “the sole 
proprietors of genetic substances, sperm”, and creates the “neutralization of, and compensation for, 
the differences of gender” (ibid: 138-139)  
88 In 2003, some people said they saw the male inna owner having sexual relations at night on the 
village pathways, while inna was fermenting. Some older villagers, seriously worried, proposed 
cancelling the festival. The inna owner assured them that he rigorously respected the sexual 
proscription, and his brother confirmed that the person seen having sex was himself and not the inna 
owner. 
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last stages of gestation and after the birth of a child, to protect it from the 
transmission of soul illnesses. Older people say that sexual intercourse exposes a 
small child to weakness and sickness, and the flow of moral or physical attributes of 
animals and spiritual entities that may ‘stick onto’ a father’s soul, and 
metonymically to his sperm. Further, during the fermentation of beer, the inna 
owner conducts only minor activities out in the forest or the sea, and abstains from 
hunting expeditions. By extension, the calendar of inna making interrupts the flow 
of normal activities that male villagers conduct for their individual families and 
extended households. During the day set up for bringing sugarcane, men do not 
engage in other subsistence activities, and during drinking ceremonies they all 
converge to the inna house, to get drunk on inna kaipi and other alcoholic 
beverages. When the festival commences, sexual abstention is extended to all 
villagers, so to avoid sickness and death, in a climate of collective cohesiveness as 
one large group abstaining from similar activities.  
The fermentation of beer recalls further implicit analogies with gestation. A 
pregnant woman and her husband may turn inna kaipi acid, if they get close to the 
fermenting jars, or if they enter the inna house while the festival is performed. This 
suggests how fermentation and gestation are analogous processes, and they cannot 
be added one to the other. Another indication of this analogy appears in the verb 
sopet, ‘making’, ‘moulding’, ‘giving shape’, used similarly in the case of conception 
as a process of koe sopet, ‘baby-making’, and during the preparation of beer, to 
characterize the role of the male ritual specialist directing this process, the inna 
sopet, inna maker.  
A last analogy appears with the jars, buried in the ground during the 
fermentation of beer, and the deep hole dug out in the seclusion compartment for the 
initiate girl to sit during the hair cutting ceremony. Informants offered clear 
statements about the symbolic value of this ceremony as re-enacting childbirth. 
According to them, male drinkers abstain from attending the ceremony until this is 
almost concluded, in the same way as men abstain from entering the communal 
maternity house during the birth of a child, which would cause them bleeding and 
blindness. Among the Kuna, the inna owners, as the major beer consumers, appear 
assimilated to the position of pregnant parents, with the birth of a girl making her 
parents drunk on inna kaipi. Inna festivals celebrate the ongoing character of human 
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life and multiplications by recalling, through repetitive ritual actions and shamanic 
chants, the conception and birth of a girl for whom the festival is celebrated, and in 
general, the fecundity of living persons.  
 
7. Concluding Remarks 
Inna suit is a complex ceremony, which projects a village towards the outside. This 
projection is toward the dead, celestial and subterranean beings. Different ritual 
specialists operate to connect the village and villagers to the outside through their 
ritual actions. By the same token, Kuna people living in separate houses and in 
different villages, gather together during the festival. Drunkenness on inna kaipi is 
the medium which connects and transforms drinkers, across horizontal and vertical 
axes. Female drinkers experience their affinity to the dead, and male drinkers 
elaborate the affinities between humans and subterranean beings through their 
curing songs, rendering spirits happy and inoffensive. A girl, who is not a consumer 
of inna kaipi, is united to other drinkers in the main ceremonial performances, one 
toward the outside (the remote celestial vault) and one inward, inside the seclusion 
compartment to re-enact her birth. She becomes transformed, made woman and 
marriageable in the future. In these complex ceremonial activities, the village is re-
configured as a whole entity. The unity of drinkers is construed around the neophyte 
girl. The festival perpetuates the periodicity of human life and gives the potential to 
living people of multiplying themselves, at the same time, re-producing the 
crowdedness of Kuna life, and orienting it towards the exterior.  
Over the previous chapters, I have discussed how the Kuna make a social 
aesthetic out of saturation, and how this aesthetic permeates their way of living. Inna 
suit ensures saturation and multiplication in three ways. Firstly, a festival is an 
occasion in which the village becomes even more “crowded” and replete with 
people, beings, noises, bodily contact, and smells, singing and dancing. Secondly, 
crowdedness is promoted through repetitive ritual actions. Repeating the same 
actions two, four, or eight times, increases the sense and the experience of 
saturation. For instance, each drinker drinks for four or eight times in a row; the 
ceremonial haircutting consists of dividing the hair of the neophyte girl in four parts; 
a pair of flutes is played; each specialist is accompanied by several disciples. 
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Finally, it is in the nature of the festival itself to promote crowdedness and the 
multiplication of people, through the promotion of marriageability and the ritual 
enactment of conception, pregnancies and birth.  
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Chapter Four 
Forgetting Sisters. Gender, Marriageability and 
Temporality 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marriageability is a persistent theme throughout the previous chapter. In this 
chapter, my aim is to explore the logic of marriage in Okopsukkun and show how 
marriage favours the matrimonial re-assimilation of distant kin within the village. I 
show how the logic of marriage in Okopsukkun is based on the perpetuation of 
sibling sets, through the separation of brothers and sisters in the present. 
Furthermore, marriages promote the multiplication of close ties between co-
villagers. They reduce the distance and the potential enmity between genealogically 
distant people, who live in separate houses in a demographically dense village. 
Following are some basic features of Kuna kinship found in Okopsukkun: 
 
a. Marriage is not prescriptive, with an intra-village preferential matrimonial 
area, and the valorisation of the synchronic repetition of marriages between houses.  
 
b. There is a distinction between close and distant kin, the former including 
siblings and first cousins, and conceived as a consubstantial unit; the latter including 
other collateral, potentially marriageable kin. The criterion is regulated by a trans-
generational view of relationships, which considers close kin as a three-generation 
cycle, in conjunction with matri-uxorilocality and commensality.  
 
c. For a male ego, father’s sister (FZ) is de-consanguinalized (referred to as 
‘the spouse of so and so’), but re-consanguinalized for addressing purposes. 
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d. There is an implicit element of crossness in opposite sex sibling relations. 
Nonetheless, this does not generate marriageability in their offspring, conceived as 
close kin and unmarriageable. 
 
In this chapter, I describe these features of Kuna kinship, to explore the logic 
of marriage and marriageability89. My aim is to combine a more structural analysis 
of marriage with an account of ideas and practices concerning kinship90. Therefore, 
here I move from a description of Kuna kin terms and usage, into a description of 
local idioms of kinship relations, to elucidate the way Kuna people live and 
conceptualize their entangled and intense social relationships. The chapter is divided 
into two parts. The first describes kin terms, kinship idioms, the trans-generational 
representation of kin ties, and the way people become marriageable. The second part 
takes gender and forbidden sexual unions as themes to be elucidated, for an 
understanding on how proper sexual relations are encouraged. 
 
1. Kin and Non Kin 
The Kuna kinship system is based on bilateral ego-centred kindred. There is a 
separate vocabulary for affinity in use after marriage, and consanguineal terms 
present a combination of Hawaiian and Eskimo tendencies in adjacent generations 
G0 and G191.For ego, the category of “siblings” is much broader, including bilateral 
first cousins, while collateral relatives in the above generation (G1) are 
distinguished from the mother and the father.  
 
G1  M≠ [MZ = FZ], and F ≠ [MB = FB] 
 
                                                
89 A detailed account on Kuna marriage can be found in Howe (1985) from the perspective of the 
temporal transformation of Kuna households and the historical changes. See also Stout (1947), 
Holloman (1969), Prestan (1975), and Stier (1979). 
90 In this chapter, I use data coming from direct ethnographic observation, spontaneous discussions 
among villagers, interviews with older and younger informants, and a sample of about fifty marriages 
in Okopsukkun, spread over three to five generations.  
91 Similarly to the Kuna, the Western Panamanian Ngowbe presents a Hawaiian cousin terminology, 
ideally extendible to all the degree of cousinship (Young 1970). The Kuna restrict the Hawaiian 
terminology to first cousins, and expand it to second cousins in direct verbal interactions. Similarly, 
the Eastern Panamanian Chocho have a Hawaiian terminology (Faron 1961, 1962). 
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G0 Z= MZD = MBD = FZD = FBD  
B= MZS= MBS= FZS= FBS 
 
In this section, I begin to explore the use of these different terminologies, to 
discuss how vertical and lateral relationships are conceptualized in the lives of Kuna 
people.  
Stout (1947: 113-116) and Holloman (1969: 144-149) have described Kuna 
kinship and affinal terminologies. In particular, Holloman discusses Kuna kinship in 
relation to Murdock’s conceptualization of “endogamous demes”, communities 
where the principle of unilineal descent and social segmentation are absent, and 
where kinship plays a less important role than other political or institutional 
principles (1949)92. Following Murdock’s formalist classification, Holloman writes 
(ibid: 137) that among the Kuna, the overall importance of kinship is “minimal in 
generating the observable structural relationships” (ibid: 140-141), and there is 
genealogical amnesia. Underlying Murdock’s discussion is the assumption – 
common to his contemporaries – that kinship is relevant whereas it organizes 
durable social groups through unilineal principles of social classification (cf. 
Strathern 1992). Therefore, Holloman’s analysis of Kuna kinship points to the 
demise of kinship as a structuring principle, in favour of multiple and overlapping 
ties between co-villagers, and an ideal of the village as one kin group (ibid: 141)93. 
This latter aspect is true, and people in Okopsukkun say that they are ‘all mixed’ or 
‘all entangled’ (kwaple opuralet). However, this can be interpreted as the ingenious 
potential of a kinship system to expand for the assimilation of different kin members 
at any moment or context, blurring internal distinctions.  
Furthermore, if we consider Kuna kinship in practice, denying its importance 
would mean depriving people of one of their major concerns, although not 
manifested in genealogical terms. Importing genealogies, lineages and social 
segmentation as the modes of social organization is often a trap, which flattens 
                                                
92 See also Howe (1985; 1986) for an analogous point on the restricted political role of Kuna kinship.  
93 Holloman (ibid: 141-153) points to six traits, which minimize the importance of kinship as a 
structuring principle: (1) The extension of kin terms to the entire village. (2) inter-village hostility, 
historically manifested in warfare, but now contained and transformed in sport competitions and 
fiestas. (3) Male affinal relations as the core principle of household organization, with the maternal 
focus de-emphasized. (4) Kinship terminology, with the use of sibling terms extended to the 
descendant from common grandparents. (5) The bilateral system of land inheritance. (6) The highly 
selective genealogical memory, which tend to erase vertical and collateral ties from the memory. 
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ethnographic accounts to the assumption that those societies should “have” 
something (e.g. social segmentation, the perpetuation of groups, and genealogical 
memory)94. As recent approaches to kinship in anthropology have insisted, this 
premise may fall short of accounting for the way kinship is lived and understood.  
In my analysis, I consider kin terms within the lived experience of social 
relationships, and I discuss Kuna kinship terminology as an end to eliciting the 
trans-generational character of Kuna kinship. A kinship system is a verbal system 
where different orders of temporality are combined and it is intrinsically diachronic 
in two ways: it has a temporal flow as a verbal system that is learned and used along 
the life span of a person and in so doing it is embedded in the duration and changes 
of the course of life. Kin terms are also open to the changes of history and can easily 
“migrate” from group to group in the course of interethnic relations. The 
relationship between kinship and the lived dimension of social relationships has 
been variously addressed by Amazonian ethnographies95. Inspired by these 
ethnographies, in this section I describe how Kuna speakers use kinship 
nomenclature and categories.  
In the bilateral kinship reckoning of the San Blas Kuna, Okopsukkun people 
tend to separate kin (kwenatkan) and non kin (kwenat suli). Kwenatkan is a term 
indicating kinspeople, generic in the connotation of genealogical ties, and not 
primarily ego-centred. It is usually translated in Spanish as familia (‘family’) or 
‘hermanos’ (‘brothers’) and it might include the entire village as a ‘community of 
kin’, during meetings at the gathering house or when people talk about the ideal of 
living in a village where all are kin. This notion is widespread in Lowland South 
America. Peter Rivière (1993), discussing the Amerindian inflection of categories of 
descent and affinity, draws attention to the cognatic nature of local groups, namely 
the tendency to consider local groups as communities of kin. For example, Guianese 
socialities offer a clear example –not isolated as shown by Gow (1991) and Vilaça 
(2002) among others – which shows that at the level of local groups, the distinction 
between kin and non-kin is not emphasized (Overing Kaplan 1975; Rivière 1984, 
1993).  
                                                
94 In Lowland South America, these issues have been described by Overing Kaplan (1975a, 1975b); 
Seeger et all (1979), and Rivière (1993). 
95 See, for instance, Basso (1973), Siskind (1973), Overing Kaplan (1975a), McCallum (2001), Gow 
(1991), Vilaça (2002) and Lepri (2005). 
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Among the Kuna, in the context of dual interactions, the term kwenatkan is 
dismissed in favour of specific kinship terms, which specify the relation between 
speaker and the person addressed. Conforming to a frequently observed tendency 
among Amazonians (Overing Kaplan 1975, Overing 1985; Taylor 1998; Viveiros de 
Castro 2001), the Kuna employ intentionally specific consanguineal terms or the 
idiom of friendship with their affines or distant kin to contrast with the latent 
hostility nested in the nature of affinal relations and social distance (Santos Granero 
2007: 1-18). The consanguineal re-classification of a distant kinsperson is achieved 
according to the relative age of the addressor and the person addressed. Using 
appropriate kin terms is vitally important and is a potent way of conveying 
appropriate sentiments, while suppressing inappropriate sentiments (Trawick 1992: 
152). Therefore, a male speaker avoids using the vocative kwenatkan for opposite 
sex relationships, as this is disrespectful, and thus appropriate kin terms are used. 
Using personal names is equally avoided, as it conveys a denial of kinship. Between 
opposite sex speakers, using personal names is interpreted as the expression of 
potential sexual intimacy. 
In Okopsukkun, when introducing someone as sibling, a person will say 
sentences such as ‘this is my brother/sister’ and then specify ‘same father and same 
mother’. Or a sibling could be introduced thus ‘he is my brother, same mother and 
different father’ or ‘she is my sister, same father, different mother’. To have the 
same mother and father indicates the closest bond between persons. A same mother 
and father (nan mesat, pap mesat) make persons kar kwenat, ‘one bone 
kinspersons’. The notion of ‘one bone kinspersons’ is restricted to siblings sharing a 
father and mother, and is explained in terms of the use of primary kin terms. ‘Bone 
siblings’ address the same woman nana, mother, and the same man papa, father. 
The first-born of a sibling set is the first one to address a woman as nana and a man 
as papa with younger siblings following the same pattern.  
For a Kuna speaker, a bilateral first cousin is a brother or a sister with 
‘different parents’. For instance, introducing a woman as her cousin, Wagala 
explained that she was her ‘older sister’, and later added ‘with different parents’. 
The same terms are used for siblings and first cousins, yet a difference between 
them is denoted through their parents in the above generation. Ego distinguishes 
between kar kwenat (‘one bone kinspersons’ as those calling the same woman and 
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the same man mother and father) and kwenat kwakalet (‘kinspersons with something 
changed’, that is with different parents). In the broader category of siblings with 
different parents are included first cousins, either cross or parallel (MBD, MZD, 
FBD, FZD and MBS, MZS, FBS, FZS). This corresponds with the incest group: ego 
cannot marry his/her sibling with same parents, and siblings with different parents.  
 
Fig. 1 A Set of siblings (in black) with different parents 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
As Holloman noted (1969: 144-150) age is also important in reckoning 
kinship. In accordance to the relative sex of the speaker, terms for siblings take into 
account the relative age of the addressor and the person addressed. It should be 
noted that age is the criteria for reckoning same sex relations, but not opposite sex 
relations. For instance, a male speaker refers to his same sex siblings and first 
cousins as ‘younger than me’ (an urpa), or ‘older than me’ (an ia). A man uses only 
one word when referring to his opposite sex siblings and cousins: ‘sisters’, punmala, 
without denoting their relative age in relation to him. In turn, a woman calls her 
same sex siblings and first cousins ‘younger than me’ (an urpa), or ‘older than me’ 
(an ior)96. Similarly, a woman uses only one term for her brothers and opposite sex 
first cousins, susmala, which does not consider age when reckoning opposite sex 
relations. Worth noting, a woman or a man without same sex siblings is considered 
an ‘only child’ (warkwenna), regardless of having opposite sex siblings. For 
instance, if the question ‘do you have sisters?’ is answered negatively and the 
question ‘do you have brothers?’ is answered positively, a woman is still pitied as an 
                                                
96 There is slight variation between the male and female terms for addressing younger same sex 
siblings and cousins, ia used by male speakers, and ior by female speakers.  
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only child. As Okopsukkun people explain, brothers and sisters are less similar 
because they do not work together. Their difference is in their separate quotidian 
activities, carried out within same sex working teams and organized by relative age. 
This suggests that a brother and a sister are, somehow, considered less close than a 
woman to her sister and a man to his brother. 
As I discuss later, this implicitly emphasizes an element of “crossness” 
between opposite sex speakers, maximizing the relatedness between same sex 
speakers, while de-emphasizing closeness and similarity between opposite sex 
siblings. This crossness is an effect of gender, and the product of a progressive 
differentiation between brothers and sisters throughout their lives. However, if 
crossness emerges in the terminology of opposite sex siblings, this does not generate 
the marriageability of their descendents. In short, mother’s brother’s daughter 
(MBD) is not conceived of as a marriageable affine, as in Dravidian systems. 
Dravidian terminologies present a bipartition in the classification of kin, some of 
them assimilated to real or potential affines. Among the Kuna, marriages are not 
prescriptive, and there is a separate vocabulary for affinity used after marriage97.  
In sum, a Kuna speaker does not deduce his/her potential matrimonial 
partner terminologically. I will later discuss how crossness does not generate the 
bipartition between marriageable and non-marriageable persons. Here, I discuss 
further how Kuna siblings occupy a broader category, while in the generations of 
one’s parents, the difference between parents, uncles and aunts is terminologically 
marked.  
                                                
97 For the Panamanian Chocó as described by Faron (1960, 1962), the category of sibling includes 
cross and parallel cousins. Ego marries father and mother sibling’s grandchildren, and father and 
mother cousin’s children. They fall outside the category of imberana, close kin. The Chocó present 
genealogical amnesia for collateral ties extending outside the category of imberana. The matrimonial 
network is restricted toward geographically and socially “known” partners, and distant marriages are 
feared for sorcery. For the Panamanian Ngawbe, described by Young (1970), all first cousins are 
included in the category ngwae. Second cross cousins and all third cousins are marriageable, with the 
system working to exchange women between two kin groups.  
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TABLE 3 Kuna kin terms 
Tat tummat  
Muu tummat  
Tata  
Muu 
Papa 
Nana 
Ammor 
 
Kilor 
 
 
An 
Ia 
 
Ior 
 
Urpa 
 
 
Puna 
 
Susu 
 
Nuskana 
Nika 
Sia 
Wakwa 
 
 
Great Grandfather. 
Great Grandmother. 
Grandfather; any old man (tatolo). 
Grandmother; any old woman (mukkwa). 
Father. 
Mother. 
Father’s Sister; Mother’s Sister; Father’s Brother’s Wife; 
Mother’s Brother’s Wife. 
Father’s Brother; Mother’s Brother; Father’s Sister’s Husband; 
Mother’s Sister’s Husband; Stepfather (Kilu); any visiting man 
from other Kuna villages. 
“I” as designation of ego or self.  
Same-sex older sibling for a male speaker; Same-sex older 
cousins (parallel and cross) for a male speaker. 
Same-sex older sibling for a female speaker; Same-sex older 
cousins (parallel and cross) for a female speaker. 
Same sex-younger siblings for male and female speakers; 
Same-sex younger cousins (parallel and cross) for male and 
female speakers. 
Sister for a male speaker; opposite-sex cousins (parallel and 
cross) for a male speaker. 
Brother for a female speaker; opposite-sex cousins (parallel 
and cross) for a female speaker. 
Children (terms depend on their age-grade) 
Brother’s Sons; Sister’s Sons; Cousin’s Sons. 
Brother’s Daughters; Sister’s Daughters; Cousin’s Daughters. 
Grandchildren; Brother’s Grandchildren; Sister’s 
Grandchildren; Great Grandchildren. 
 
Kuna affinal terms 
 
Saka 
Saka Ome 
Sui 
Ome 
Upa 
 
Ampe 
Anna 
 
Aisu 
 
 
Father-in-law for male and female speaker. 
Mother-in-law (addressed with the term muu).  
Husband. 
Wife, woman. 
Brother-in-law (sisters’ husbands and wife’s brothers) for a 
male speaker. 
Wife’s Sisters, Brother’s Wife for a male speaker. 
Sister-in-law (Husband’s Sisters; Brother’s Wife) for a female 
speaker 
Husband’s Brother for a female speaker 
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This resonates with two aspects of Kuna social practice: firstly, the lineal 
transmission of cultivable gardens from parents to children; secondly, the practice of 
commensality centred on matriuxorilocal households, conceived as consubstantial 
units.  
According to the system of land tenure introduced over the last century, 
children inherit cultivable gardens from their parents. A plot of land results from the 
subdivision of a larger plot of land, with sibling sets often inheriting juxtaposed 
gardens from their parents. Other plots, in particular coconut groves, remain 
undivided and their proprietors are siblings, with the gathering of coconuts 
organized on rotational basis98.  
One cannot claim land from either of his/her collateral kin in the same 
generation as his parents (MB, MZ, FB, FZ) 99. Okopsukkun people explain that 
separate plots of cultivable land have already been divided in the generation of one’s 
parents. The transmission of gardens is defined with respect to its former 
proprietors, through direct lines of filiation. Thus, a child inherits land from his/her 
parents, who in turn received land from their parents, and so forth, up to four or five 
generations previously. A man knows the name of former land proprietors through a 
vertical line extended to four, five generations before him. In contrast, the memory 
for collateral landowners is “shallow”. This amnesia reflects a more general aspect 
of Kuna kinship, for which ego cannot trace specific genealogical ties with persons 
outside the circle of his/her close relatives. Older kinspersons can easily trace 
collateral ties on the basis of their own lived experience of relationships. I strongly 
suspect that the nomenclature in G1, with M≠ [MZ = FZ], and F ≠ [MB = FB] 
operates as a device to differentiate ego’s parents, who will become grandparents 
(land and food givers), from those who will become collateral kin in the 
                                                
98 Howe (1974, 1976) has interpreted Kuna land holding groups as recruited on a cognatic descent 
basis, which nonetheless, operates only in this aspect of Kuna social life. 
99 As Howe (1985: 320) describes, a man receives one or two plots of cultivable land when he 
marries and has a child. The complete inheritance of his parent’s land occurs after their death. On the 
other hand, a man as son-in-law initially works the gardens of his father-in-law, which will be 
inherited later on by his wife. Therefore, young couples are dependent on their respective parents for 
the possession of cultivable land. Howe argues that senior Kuna couples control younger ones 
through landholding and delayed inheritance. As a theoretical model, Howe refers to Oberg (1955) 
and Turner (1979) suggesting that older men (and women) control younger men through uxorilocality 
and their daughters. See also Rivière (1984) for the application of this model in the Guiana region, 
where a leader consolidates his political power through married sons and sons-in-law residing in his 
settlement.  
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genealogical progression. Children are ‘bone siblings’ in relation to their parents, 
but they are also siblings in a broader sense, in relation to their grandparents. This 
can be discussed in relation to food consumption. 
As we have seen in Chapter two, eating is organized on the basis of matri-
uxorilocal households, around grandmothers as the cooks and dispensers of meals 
for younger kin. Siblings and cousins eat the same food prepared by their common 
grandmothers throughout most of their childhood. Ideally, a child eats together with 
siblings and maternal cousins (mother’s sister’s children, MZch) in the house of 
their maternal grandparents, where they all live together. Furthermore, a child may 
also eat in the natal house of his/her father, as Kuna children are often co-fed by 
their paternal grandparents and they establish close relations with their paternal 
cousins (father’s sister’s children, FZch, and father’s brother’s children, FBch). In 
my observation, it is highly unlikely for a child to eat in the house of his father’s 
brothers (FB), as this is excluded from the circle of related households through 
commensality (see Chapter two). Nonetheless, a child meets and plays with his 
father’s brothers’ children (FBch) in the house of their common paternal 
grandparents, where they are all called to eat. This goes along with a child’s 
extension of his/her lateral close ties to all his/her first cousins, whether or not they 
live in the same house with their parents. It is worth noting that Okopsukkun Kuna 
people describe siblings and first cousins as ‘those who nursed on the same breast’ 
(nu kalakwen nusa), thus suggesting their consubstantiality. According to most of 
my informants, those who have eaten together during their childhood are close kin, 
and therefore not marriageable. Bilateral grandparents are the genealogical reference 
point for extending the category of siblings to all first bilateral cousins, who have 
been nurtured together. 
Connected to this, people in Okopsukkun call a ‘garden’ nainu. The term is 
composed of the words nai (a localizer) and nu, which means ‘breast’. As some 
older men said, cultivating a garden transforms a portion of cultivable land into a 
nurturing mother. As seen in Chapter two, men are generators of food abundance, 
and they conduct productive activities in the mainland rainforest for their wife, 
children, and, by extension, for their in-laws. Gardens are the source of vegetable 
food pulled together in one kitchen, and are the means to build consubstantiality, 
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through the principle that eating the same food (‘nursing on the same breast’) 
renders close and similar.  
According to most men in Okopsukkun, the primary significance of 
inheriting gardens is that of nurturing children, and producing close kin ties between 
those eating together during childhood and onwards, in the course of their lives100. 
In the context of land holding groups, Howe (1976: 162 n. 9) writes that 
“though the contrast between ancestor-focused and ego-focused groups is useful and 
valid, descent reckoning and kinship reckoning may not be as radically different as 
is sometimes asserted”. Howe argues that land holding groups develop on the basis 
of cognatic descent corporations, where membership derives from a same relative in 
the above generation who originally cleared a portion of land (1974: 41-42). 
Though, kinship is reckoned bilaterally and “descent groups” appear only for the 
purpose of land holding associated to cash cropping (coconut groves) (ibid: 42).  
As I have mentioned above, Kuna men manifest interest in knowing the 
personal names of their direct ascendants (F, FF, FFF and so forth). Vertical 
genealogical memory does not include more than four or five generations. 
Furthermore, there is an implicit mnemonic selection for the name of male 
ascendant relatives, either maternal or paternal. This reflects the main role of men as 
food producers. The context for learning these names is that of land transmissions, 
when a man receives a garden from his father, and he learns who cultivated the same 
garden in the past. But how do people understand this diachronic projection of kin 
relationships? The following example is illuminating.  
Wigiño, a man in his thirties, told me that Maniwiaite was his father’s kin 
(an pap kwenati) and that Maniwiaite was his father’s grandfather (FFF). But, 
Wigiño added that Maniwiaite was ‘nothing to him’ (an inmar suli), when 
understanding the vertical dimensions of social relations, and the relation that living 
people have with the past. Here, as Howe suggests (1976: 162 n. 9), the vertical 
character of kinship is always combined with a strong ego-centred character of 
kinship reckoning. Therefore ego, as the reference point for kinship reckoning, 
knows the personal names of his male deceased relatives up to four or five 
generations before. But he describes them using the Spanish expression ‘ya 
                                                
100 On this level, land inheritance goes further from the domain of properties transmission, into the 
domain of regenerating kinship through food production and consumption. 
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pasaron’ or, in Kuna language, the verb aipinoe, which means ‘to cross somewhere 
else’. The verb aibinoe is concrete in meaning rather than abstract. It is used, for 
example, when a person goes to the mainland, as he is crossing the sea from the 
village. The idea of crossing from the village to the mainland indicates the strong 
idea of crossing from the place of living kinship to a place where there is no kinship, 
where kin ties become distant.  
 
Fig. 2 Wigiño ascendants  
 
 
FFF (Maniwiaite)    Non Kin 
 
FF 
 
F 
      Kin Ego, F, FF 
 
Ego (Wigiño) 
 
 
As another man explained to me, when a man asks the names of his dead 
kinsmen, he is interested in knowing his past. The names of deceased relatives are 
directly linked to the line of gardens that are cultivated from man to man, as a path 
connecting living persons to the past. In this way, a temporal connection between 
past and present is re-activated, for the viability of Kuna houses and the creation of 
consubstantial units. In this way, as Goldman has argued, descent can be thought of 
as a “generative process”, dealing with the “succession and differentiation of 
emerging generations” (1977: 175). This is not in contrast to the ego-centred 
character of kinship and the adaptability of kinship categories for the assimilation of 
kin. Kuna kinship operates the selection, in each generation, between siblings in a 
broader sense, and those finding themselves outside the category of ‘those who 
nursed on the same breast’. These are ego’s pamala, ‘those of another kind’. As 
Okopsukkun people say, one marries among them.  
  
151 
2. Marriageability 
In this section I describe contemporary ideals about marriage and how people 
become marriageable in the absence of prescriptive categories. As mentioned above, 
Kuna social organization does not present a so-called Dravidian type of kinship 
reckoning, characterized by a “two-section terminology”. In short a man does not 
marry a woman in a particular category such as his father’s sister’s daughter (FZD) 
or his mother’s brother’s daughter (MBD). Kuna terminology presents a specific 
vocabulary for affinity, used when a marriage has been agreed and strictly for 
addressing purposes. Consanguineal terms are used for addressing real affines. 
Furthermore, a man and a woman use consanguineal terms to address and refer to 
their parents-in-law.   
In the past, arranged marriages were common, and the choice of partners 
centered on qualitative criteria. A good candidate for a girl was an energetic boy, in 
good health, working hard in horticulture or as a fisherman, with several 
landholdings or, alternatively, waged work as teacher. The parental role in 
contemporary marriages is still important, because marriage creates relations that go 
beyond that between husband and wife. A man moves to his parents-in-law’s house 
to live and take part in labour activities as the generator of food abundance.  
In past times, the arrangement of marriages occurred in secret from their 
respective daughters and sons, and autobiographical stories emphasize that 
daughters were in control of the selection of husbands by eventually accepting or 
refusing sexual intercourse. Nowadays, when a young man ‘wants’ (ape) a girl, he 
talks to his parents first. If they have no objections, they talk to the girl’s parents to 
see if they also accept the marriage. Young people also have their love romances 
before they become engaged in marriage unions, and older people generally 
disapprove of these. Later I describe how marriages are performed. Here, I wish to 
concentrate on how Kuna speakers divide their social world into two main 
categories, close kin and others, respectively construed as unmarriageable and 
marriageable persons. 
As described above, people tend to divide kin (kwenatkan) and non kin 
(kwenat suli). There are other terms expressing the distinction between kin and non 
kin, these being anmala and pamala. Anmala are ‘those of a kind with me’, those 
with whom ego is closely related. These are co-residents, and people living in 
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separate houses, but connected through habitual movements of food, help and 
visiting. The term anmala is formed by the personal pronoun an, ‘I’, and the plural 
mala. The word anmala is the plural pronoun ‘we’. Anmala are those of a kind with 
ego, his/her ego-centered kindred. In turn, pamala are ‘those who are different’, 
including ego’s distant kin with whom ego has no constant daily interactions. 
Pamala can either reside in the village or in separate communities. Pamala are 
people with whom ego has no intimate relationships, or, as Felipe Morales told me 
one day, they are an inmar suli, ‘nothing to me’.  
Okopsukkun people explain pamala in terms of genealogical distance 
produced throughout time in the progression of generations. In general, a three 
generation life cycle coincides with a cycle of nearest kinship ties. Rotalio took a 
wooden stick and on the ground of his kitchen drew for me a representation of kin 
ties at maximum intensity. He drew three lines, horizontally, one next the other. 
 
|   |   | 
 
He explained that three lines are as close to one another as grandparents, 
parents and children are closely related among themselves. The lines were drawn on 
the horizontal axis, rather than the vertical one101.  
Another category is mesat, ‘similar, same’, which Okopsukkun people use 
either for consanguineal or affinal ties characterized by co-residence or proximity 
generated through working activities. For example, a man calls his brothers and 
brothers-in-law an mesat, to describe the group of men he works with. 
As described above, the knowledge of lateral kinship relationships is limited 
to near kinspersons, as those with whom ego live in closeness102. Among the Kuna, 
distant kin and non-kin are equipollent categories where potential spouses can be 
found. When I asked about marriageability, the general answer was that one should 
marry pamala, outside the circle of near kin. From the data I collected, the category 
of pamala includes people in the genealogical position of second cousins. A person 
related collaterally (through two previous generations) falls outside the circle of 
                                                
101 Similarly, documents on land holding property are written with the names of land proprietors in 
horizontal. A line begins with the name of the man who opened a garden and follows on, up to his 
last proprietors. This is also for documents on the parcels of house land in the village. 
102 See also Gow (1991: 150), for a similar way of understanding kinship. 
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food distribution and consumption, and is marriageable. Thus, potential spouses are 
second or third cousins or people in adjacent generations, since the Kuna may 
practice oblique marriages. All the people aside from ego’s siblings (real and 
classificatory) are marriageable. This is explainable because three generations 
constitute the cycle of close consanguineal ties, thus second cousins find themselves 
in the position of non-kin. Thus, if first cousins are forbidden spouses, their children 
fall into the category of marriageable partners. The range of matrimonial 
possibilities is open to either cross or parallel combinations from second cousins 
onward. 
Nonetheless, for signaling the degree of proximity and distance, people do 
not use genealogical idioms and genealogies can be misleading. People make use of 
several descriptive terms with the domain of reference being the human body. Ego’s 
distant kin are konu sipu, ‘the top edge of the finger nail’. A deceased grandparent 
five generations previous to ego is yokor, ‘knee’. As I explained, people talk about 
siblings as ‘one bone kinspersons’ (kar kwenat), marking the conjunction of mother 
and father as what makes their children one bone, like kernels on a cob of corn as 
some people suggested. Half siblings are referred to as ‘children from the rib’ 
(tikkar pali). Another descriptive term for distant kin is pollekwat, which means 
‘far’, ‘distant’, ‘pale’ or ‘blurred’ as opposed to near, clear and bright. Clear and 
bright relationships are between near and intimate kinspeople. The degree of 
intimacy between kinspersons is given by co-residence and/or by eating daily meals 
together. The body is the reference point for describing kin ties. Close people are 
‘those who nursed on the same breast’ and have similar bodies. Worth noting is that, 
people who live in separate houses, but visit regularly and consume meals together, 
are assimilated to the category anmala, instead of pamala, as their genealogical 
position might otherwise suggest. For instance, Nixia explained that her sisters 
suggested she married Juan, a man related to her as distant kin. Yet, she felt he was 
close like a brother, as he habitually consumed daily meals at home. In this sense, 
the Kuna kinship system is adaptable and potentially allows for the assimilation of 
different outsiders at any moment. 
Ego’s anmala are people with whom ego lives or those with whom he/she 
wants to maintain a close relationship by regular visiting and offering food and 
drinks.  
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In general, by living together people establish the most intense type of 
consanguineal closeness. When people live in separate houses, even in the same 
village, and do not eat or exchange food, they feel uncomfortably distant from one 
another. Living apart and not eating the same food means to become outsiders, 
pamala.  
Table 4. Idioms of Kinship 
Anmala 
 
 
 
Pamala 
 
Aimar 
 
Kar Kwenat 
 
 
 
 
NuKalakwen Nusa 
 
 
 
Tikkar Pali 
 
 
Mesat 
 
 
Kwenat Kwakalet 
 
 
Konu Sibu  
 
Kwenat Pollekwad 
 
Apkilakan 
 
 
 
 
 
‘Those of a kind with me’. An designates the self, the “I”, and 
mala is a pluralizer. The emphasis is on the collectivity of 
similars. 
 
‘Those who are different’, ‘the others’.  
 
‘Friends’. 
 
‘One bone kinspersons. From the conjunction of a same 
mother and a same father ‘one bone siblings’ is made. Gar 
guenad is explained with the image of ‘kernels on a cob of 
corn’. 
 
‘Those who nursed on the same breast’. Including siblings and 
first-degree cousins, this idiom is used to explain why certain 
matrimonial unions are forbidden.  
 
‘Children from the rib’, half siblings, usually with the same 
mother and different fathers.  
 
‘Similar, the same’. It is a contextual term, including those 
with whom ego shares activities.  
 
‘Cousins’, ‘similar but different’. The verb okwae means 
‘change’ or ‘swap’, and kwenad means ‘kinsperson’. 
 
‘Those at the top edge of the finger nails’, distant kin.  
 
‘Distant kin’. Polle is ‘pale’, ‘blurred’. 
 
‘Offspring’. It is a compound term with ape ‘blood’ and ‘ki’, 
an indicator of locality. It points to the transmission of 
knowledge and nurturance, which give content to the blood. 
Blood is endowed with knowledge and capacity to live a life in 
Kuna ways.  
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In general, marriage is thought of as the means of preventing the dispersion 
of kin. Marriages are often between the offspring of people who regard one another 
as mesat, ‘similar’ in the sense of being closely related through daily activities. For 
example, Reinaldo explained that his sister’s son (ZS) married his mesat’s daughter, 
his mother’s brother’s son’s daughter (MBSD, the marriage being with MMBSD). 
In Okopsukkun, people tend to create multiple connections between themselves in 
intricate and overlapping ways. As they say, ‘we are all mixed’ or ‘all entangled’, 
anmar kwaple appurmai.  
In line with the adaptability of the Kuna kinship system, the borders of 
marriageability between people can be marked inside or outside the house by 
reinforcing or suspending practices of food offering and consumption103. Visiting is 
the general way of beginning an official courtship, and food offerings are the 
implicit means to consanguinalize potential affines. Groups of young boys visit the 
household where their kinsman has already married, with the intention of ultimately 
finding marriage there themselves. For example, Igua, a married man, was visited on 
a daily basis by his younger brother and cousins. His wife’s unmarried sister served 
them drinks, and her mother joked about her getting married to one of the boys. In 
general, a prompt offer of drinks in the context of these visits remarks openness 
toward possible matrimonial arrangements. Offering food is the more explicit 
elicitation of welcoming matrimony.  
In turn, close kin (in the category of first cousin) can act as a potential affine 
by refusing to visit and behaving like a kinsperson. Liz, a teenage girl, was seen 
chatting and joking in the street with her first cousin. At the same time, the boy 
suspended visiting her at home. Liz’s mother commented that the boy lacked respect 
and was courting her daughter. Another girl was seen smiling and joking with her 
cousin outside her house. Later, her mother was visibly upset, and the mother’s 
brother told the girl that she was acting erotically, and referred emphatically to the 
boy as ‘her brother’ (pe sus).  
Departing from the practice of marriageability and turning to a more 
structural analysis, my data in Okopsukkun show that marriages tend to be 
                                                
103 See the positions of Vilaça (2002) and Lepri (2005) for analogous points on the de-
consanguinealization or re-consanguinealization of distant kin through food. Pioneering works on 
meanings and practices of consanguinealization and affinilization are found in Rivière (1969, 1984) 
and Overing (1975). 
  
156 
synchronically reduplicated. The synchronic reduplication occurs, as in the case 
described above, when a set of close kinsmen (brothers or cousins) marry a set of 
kinswomen. Two houses may be initially connected through a linking relative (a 
mesat or a distant kin) and a series of matrimonial arrangements commence 
extending to and including other linked houses. The other frequent matrimonial 
pattern is one of arranging marriages between distant kinspersons who share a 
linking relative in the previous two or three generations.  
There is a general positive evaluation of village endogamy. The village is 
considered a space where marriages can be contracted. This corresponds to the 
general tendency of contracting endogamous marriage at village level, although a 
minor proportion of inter-village marriages do occur. These are explained as 
continuing marriage relations which occurred in the past between two villages. From 
the angle of classic alliance theory, the Kuna conceptualize marriage as the 
circulation of men outward and inward from houses, and, in some cases, villages. 
Repeated matrimonial relations occur between matriuxorilocal houses, with men as 
the movable element of matrimonial relations, and women anchoring them to 
matriuxorilocal houses. Therefore, the opposite sex sibling unit offers the paradigm 
to conceptualize movement and locality, and the expansion of one house through the 
replacement of sons with sons-in-law. The avoidance between brother and sister is 
strictly observed, and inter-house relations depend on the “rule” of marrying outside.  
A masculine ego, renouncing marriage inside his natal house, acquires in-
laws. Although the Kuna do not conceptualize marriage as an exchange of sisters, 
for a man the relation with his sister’s husband (ZH) is strategically called upon in 
specific circumstances, especially concerning political alliances or productive 
activities. Non co-residents brothers-in-law exchange seeds and plantlings at the 
beginning of the annual horticultural cycle, and they may ask for help cutting trees 
and burning fields in each other’s gardens. The relation between brothers-in-law 
living separately is mediated through a common intermediary female link (of the 
type “my sister is your wife”).  
The affinal character of the relation between father-in-law and son-in-law is 
progressively attenuated, as members of a house are ideally part of one 
consanguineal unit. Howe (1985) argues that within Kuna matriuxorilocal 
households, senior couples control younger ones through landholding and delayed 
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inheritance, and draws on the theoretical model developed by Turner (1979). 
Further, Howe describes the relation between father-in-law and son-in-law as one of 
exchange and mutual partnership. This latter aspect corresponds with what I have 
observed most often in Okopsukkun, where the more problematic relation is that 
between in-married brothers-in-laws. The affinal character of this relation tends to 
remain latent, although attenuated through the use of consanguineal terms. In 
practice, several men lamented an unequal distribution of labour with other in-
married co-brothers-in-law. One can argue that the relation between in-married men 
in the position of co-brothers-in-law is not one of reciprocal exchange and it lacks a 
common female link (of the type “my sister is your wife”), thus remaining “too 
affinal”. For this reason, Okopsukkun men prefer to marry into the house where 
their close kinsmen (e.g. siblings and first cousins) are already married. Another 
more radical solution is to marry into a house where there are few other in-married 
men, to avoid problems (poni).  
Local groups define themselves as consanguineal units, but an element of 
conflict always remains inside to disrupt the difficult equilibrium between 
potentially tense relations. On a sociological level, this might be exacerbated by the 
character of contemporary Kuna villages, like Okopsukkun, densely populated, and 
with the proliferation of distant ties between co-villagers. Whether the Kuna stay 
and live within a community of kin, an element of internal difference always has to 
be carefully worked out, and conflicts can emerge constantly. At the same time, 
population expansion favours the chances of finding matrimonial partners within the 
village, who are in the mutual position of non-kin. This is reflected in the 
proliferation of marriages between co-villagers. To summarize, common 
matrimonial patterns in Okopsukkun are as follow: 
 
a. The synchronic reduplication of marriages (for instance, a man and his 
siblings, in broader terms, marrying a set of kinswomen). 
 
b. The diachronic reduplication of marriages between houses (or villages) 
where matrimonial relations already occurred.  
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c. Marriage between non-kin who have a common linking relative now, or in 
previous generations. 
 
Older people highlighted the ideal fulfilled by these marriages: the first 
reduces co-residential problems between in-married men, neutralizing affinity. The 
second is glossed in terms of mutual help between houses and villages exchanging 
sons. The third promotes affection between a man and his in-laws, with a marriage 
re-actualizing and reinforcing kin ties. A son-in-law is seen as ‘coming back’ to live 
with his kin, kwenatkan epo attononitae (‘kinspersons come back together again’). 
These marriages recreate closeness between the offspring of kinspersons who – in 
previous generations – have married outside the house.  
Outside the circle of close kinspersons (real and classificatory siblings) with 
whom one shares daily meals, ties become ‘pale, blurred, distant’ (pollekwat). But 
older people can easily trace the link between younger people through their relatives 
in the previous generations thus promoting marriages between genealogically 
distant, but not “too far”, partners. The genealogical link should alternatively be 
through the maternal or the paternal line, but not through both, otherwise the 
partners are considered too close and unmarriageable. I have heard people using this 
criterion in cases of oblique marriages with FFMBD or MMFZS. The partners 
should be related only through the paternal or the maternal lines.  
This resembles an aspect of the elaborate Ngawbe marriage system described 
by Young (1970). Like the Kuna, among the Ngawbe, marriage between first 
cousins (either cross or parallel) is prohibited. But differently from the Kuna, the 
Ngawbe have a strong preference for sister exchange and symmetric alliance. 
Therefore, a Ngawbe woman may find herself in the position of both MMBDD and 
FFZDD. She is linked to her collateral male relative through both the maternal and 
the paternal line. Young explains that in such cases marriage is prohibited, while it 
is allowed when a woman is in the position either of MMBDD, or FFZDD. The 
Kuna refers to a similar criterion, although without their marriage system being one 
of symmetric alliance. A man and a woman related collaterally through both 
maternal and paternal lines are unmarriageable, because too kin and too close.  
There is a further element to be considered, which shows the adaptability of 
the Kuna marriage system. Older informants attested to the possibility, although 
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rare, of marriages between partners classified as close kin (first cousins) in the past. 
This received a pragmatic explanation: in some circumstances, these marriages acted 
as a device to guard cultivable land attached to one house. In practice, the movement 
of a man in marriage is always, from the perspective of his natal house, linked to the 
movements outwards of cultivable land. Taking matriuxorilocality in conjunction 
with land inheritance, a man generates food for his in-laws by cultivating the land he 
has inherited from his parents. According to my older informants, marriages 
between close kin prevented ‘a garden from going away’ (mer nainu nae), and were 
promoted in particular circumstances, with the intention of not dispersing land. This 
should be seen in relation to the importance of cultivable gardens for the viability of 
a house and its potential to regenerate kinship through nurturance. At the same time, 
gardens (in particular coconut groves) represent wealth for a house, and individuals 
may fight for the possession of these. By the same token, my older informants 
implicitly traced a link between land holding and the preference for endogamous 
marriages at village level. For instance, one man commented that his in-laws were 
initially reluctant to have him as a son-in-law ‘because my kin came from another 
village, and I had no land here’. A man with several plots of cultivable land is a 
desirable spouse.  
Ideally, intra-village marriages have the potential of promoting the re-
unification of garden plots, resulting from the subdivision of land between sibling 
sets in ascendant generations. Connected to this, intra-village marriages have the 
potential to re-absorb genealogically distant relatives and their land within the 
house.  
In sum, the functioning of Kuna kinship and matrimonial patterns are 
multiple and adaptable, but they tend ideally and practically toward the 
reduplication of marriages and kinship ties within the village and between houses. 
This generates the “entanglement” of villagers, and the characteristically intense 
frame of their quotidian life, where kinspersons are constantly available to one 
another, and where distant kin are turned into closer relatives, at any given moment, 
through marriage. Gender plays a fundamental role here with women mediating the 
affinal character of male relations. In Okopsukkun, marriages occur either with 
shorter or longer cycles as shown in Fig.3. 
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Fig. 3 Examples of marriages in Okopsukkun 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two siblings marrying their FMBD and FMBSD 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Marriages with MFMZSS, MMBDD, MFBSS.  
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Marriages re-duplicated synchronically 
 
 
3. The Amnesia of Proper Names and the “Ghost” of a 
Dravidianate 
From the perspective of Kuna men, the memory of the names of deceased kin is a 
fundamental aspect of their autobiographical trajectories. In fact, a man acquires 
knowledge of these names when he is married and produces food for his wife and 
children. What is fascinating about this vertical memory is that it is combined with a 
phenomenon of lateral forgetting for the personal names of their sisters. This occurs 
only for a male speaker, and not for female speakers. I discuss this aspect in relation 
to the prohibition of marrying too close and the uses of referential and vocative 
terms between brothers and sisters, which point to an element of tacit crossness. 
As I have described, the Kuna have a separate vocabulary for affinal 
relations. Nonetheless, their quotidian practices and the uses of kin terms reveal an 
implicit bipartition of female kinspersons between more consanguineal and more 
affinal. Mother’s sister (MZ) is addressed and referred to by ego (male and female) 
as ‘aunt’ (ammor). Father’s sister (FZ) is similarly addressed as ‘aunt’, but removed 
as kin when ego refers to her in her absence. Father’s sister is always renamed vis-à-
vis her husband. This also occurs for a brother who calls his sister by the appropriate 
term puna, but renames her vis-à-vis the husband when he refers to her. For 
example, Nicanor refers to his sisters as ‘Viuls’ wife’ or ‘Carlos’ wife’, with the 
emphasis on the brother-in-law relation.  
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This is worth noting, since a sister’s husband (ZH) is pamala, non kin, and 
he is often in the genealogical position of second or third cousin to his wife. As 
stated above, the line of demarcation between close kin and others is with second 
degree of cousinship. In referential terms, a father’s sister (FZ), ideally married to a 
second cousin, becomes assimilated to the position of a “less kinsperson” in relation 
to her brother and her brother’s children. The same does not occur for mother’s 
sister (MZ), addressed and referred in her absence by the kin term ‘aunt’. When we 
consider the relationship between sisters in practice, their closeness is remarked on a 
daily basis, by their mutual food and drink presents for their respective 
grandchildren. The relation between sisters is the paradigmatic example of 
consanguineal relations continuing over time, despite sisters departing to live in 
separate houses in the course of the developmental cycle of households.  
The relation between brothers remains one of close kinship if they marry in 
the same house. In fact, young boys visit their married kinsmen whenever they want 
to marry into their house. Brothers also remain close to their parents (especially their 
mother), since they remain attached to their natal house through food consumption. 
Relations progressively lapse with the interruption of commensality. Married men 
rarely visit each other in the house of their in-laws, and explain this with sentences 
like ‘I don’t know if my brother’s wife will receive me well’. This confirms that 
male relations drift toward affinity, while female relations continue over time in 
their close consanguineal character. A female relative also mediates the affinal 
potential of the relation between men. When men have no female relative in 
common, or they are not linked by a relation of the type “my sister is your wife”, the 
affinal character of their relation is predominant. The relation between opposite sex 
siblings remains to be discussed.   
As I have previously mentioned, the terminological classification of opposite 
sex siblings in G0 implicitly emphasizes an element of crossness between opposite 
sex speakers. Brothers and sisters are close, but they are also different, and their 
difference is marked in all aspects of their existence, for instance in their separate 
daily activities, in rituals, in the way they dress, in their post-marital residence. After 
marriage, a sister is renamed vis-à-vis her husband, thus eventually minimizing the 
consanguineal character of brother/sister relations from the perspective of a male 
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ego and his offspring. In my observation, Okopsukkun children tend to de-
consanguinalize their father’s sister (FZ), and refer to her vis-à-vis her husband.  
As mentioned above, a female ego does not affinalize her brothers. She calls 
and refers to them as ‘brothers’ (susmala). A married sister may send occasional 
food presents to her brother, and visit him periodically, with the stated intention of 
maintaining a close relation. But she rarely sends food presents to her brother’s 
children, while she sends food presents to her sister’s children and grandchildren.  
What is fascinating about this is that Kuna men frequently explained that 
they could not remember the personal names of their sisters, and so they re-name 
them vis-à-vis their husbands. I did not find an analogous case of amnesia between 
sisters. A Kuna man calls his sister by the consanguineal term an puna but refers to 
her as ‘so and so wife’ because he cannot remember her personal name.  
I suggest this generalized amnesia of personal names points implicitly to 
sisters as forbidden sexual partners. Among the Kuna, the use of personal names is 
thought of as disrespectful, and equated to the absence of kin ties between the 
addressor and the addressed. In case of opposite sex relations, using personal names 
is equated to the elicitation of sexual desire and possibility of having sexual 
intercourses. In the context of opposite sex relations, ‘calling’ is the metaphor used 
for ‘making love’, with a man being the addressor and the one who calls a woman to 
have sexual intercourse104. It seems that tacitly, when a brother forgets the proper 
name of his sister, he is forgetting her as a woman with whom he can express sexual 
desire. At the same time, by calling a sister vis-à-vis her husband, a brother is 
transforming her into a less consanguineal relative, who nonetheless mediates the 
relation with his brother-in-law. Once this is discussed, there is the question why 
this crossness between opposite sex siblings does not radiate outward from the 
relation between brother and sister into that between their offspring. In other words, 
why is this crossness not an expression of the marriage between cross cousins? This 
question is complicated, and as yet I have no answer. In one sense, it could be 
argued that the element of crossness in Kuna kinship seems to be the trace of a 
                                                
104 In this respect, there is a repertoire of songs called muutup (litt: ‘the cord of muu’, ‘the umbilical 
cord’) that a man can use, for various other purposes, but also to ‘call’ a woman, and attract her as a 
sexual partner. A man sings a song, and thinks intensely about the woman he desires. The efficacy of 
these songs is based on transforming the initial distance and fear characteristic of the relation 
between un-related partners, into attraction and the promotion of a sense of extreme familiarity and 
trust, which thus conducts a woman to a man. 
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remote Dravidian “ghost”. According to my older informants, in past times, young 
men used to travel away from their natal village to marry in their fathers’ birthplace. 
If former people opted for spatially distant marriages, probably ego married 
genealogically closer partners in the paternal line, such as his father’s sister’s 
daughter’s daughter, FZDD. It is less probable that ego married his FBDD. Because 
of matriuxorilocality, his father’s brothers were likely to live in separate villages 
from their original birthplace105. My informants rarely discussed the genealogical 
connection between former matrimonial partners, and this requires further 
investigation. It is worth noting, they contrasted the preference for spatially distant 
marriages in former times with the contemporary preference for intra-village 
(spatially close) marriages. Connected to this, population expansion raises the 
chances of finding possible matrimonial partners falling into the category of second 
and third cousins, thus non-kin and marriageable. The expressed ideal is one of re-
assimilating distant kin, and the implicit one is entangling villagers in multiple 
ways, in accordance to the Kuna social aesthetic of village life106. The hypothesis of 
a kinship system in transformation is fascinating, but remains to be explored 
historically, in relation to Kuna perceptions of their history107.  
In sum, renaming father’s sister (FZ) after her husband resonates with the 
implicit formula of de-consanguinealization applied to certain kin when they do not 
live together, with gender patterning degrees of similarity and difference. This 
mechanism does not generate any dichotomy influencing matrimonial patterns, but 
regulates sociality and the creation of persons. In the following section, I explore 
mechanisms to differentiate brothers and sisters. 
 
                                                
105 Nowadays, this is somehow reproduced within the scale of a large village, where married brothers 
meet in their natal house, but rarely visit one another in their houses of marriage. 
106 It has been noticed that cross cousin marriages decrease substantially in case of population 
expansion (Dreyfus 1993; Désveaux and Selz 1998). In particular, Désveaux and Selz argue: “first-
cross-cousin is above all a reflection of a restricted endogamous zone” (ibid: 155). 
107 Furthermore, the question of crossness could be explored comparatively on a regional scale, thus 
discussing other models of marriage among Eastern and Western Panamanian groups such as the 
Emberá and the Ngawbe, which classify first cousins as siblings and forbidden as matrimonial 
partners. In particular, the Ngawbe practice sister exchange, and ego marries his patrilateral second 
cousins related to him either as FFZDD and FMBDD, but also his matrilateral second cousins 
(MMBDD and MFZDD) (Young 1970). The Kuna promote distant marriages but without a complex 
formula as the Ngawbe symmetric exchange. Furthermore, the Ngawbe live in small, scattered 
hamlets, in clear contrast to the Kuna appreciation for a life in compact and crowded villages. 
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4. Forgetting Sisters 
Sexual relations between a brother and sister are forbidden. There is no particular 
word referring to incest but incestuous relationships are generically described as 
iset, (forbidden because strong, dangerous, poisonous), where the root i is common 
to the noun istarrati (enemy) or verbs like istar (to hate), istar take (bleeding) and 
iskute (to decay). I was told a story of incest that occurred between a brother and a 
sister who grew up separately but met again in Panamá City years later. They 
ignored being ‘one bone kinspersons’ (kar kwenat, siblings), and they made love. 
Once pregnant, the lovers were told they were ‘bone siblings’. The girl returned to 
Okopsukkun, and her brother, intensely ashamed, never came back to his natal 
village. At the end of the story, it was commented that, contrary to the excessive and 
un-restrained sexual behaviour of animals, Kuna people do not make love to their 
close kin. A jaguar, unaware of primary kinship relations, makes love to his sister, 
and to his mother. In contrast, Kuna people recognize their primary kinship 
relations. Avoidance rules are constantly passed on from grandparents and parents to 
opposite sex children, with brother and sister learning soon that their relation is ‘one 
bone kinspersons’, expressed in the strict observance of the incest taboo. The story 
of contemporary Okopsukkun incestuous lovers resonates with the myth of the 
Moon discussed in the previous chapter, the first sexual relation of incestuous nature 
between moon and his sister108 is described. The positioning of a sister vis-à-vis her 
husband and the forgetting of her proper name are mature expressions of what a boy 
is constantly told by the age of eight or nine in his house, when parents and 
grandparents constrain his behaviour. At this age, brother and sister should not joke 
and play together; they should not get close, sleep together, and touch one another. 
By the age of eight, children become aware of their gendered position within 
household relationships. 
Gender is a crucial category among the Kuna, recognized in the different 
ways men and women dress, in their labour, in their working groups, in their 
movements across the village and outside. Girls become progressively attached to 
                                                
108 The myth is widespread in Lowland South America. It has been analyzed in the frame of alliance 
theory by Siskind for the Sharanaua (1973). Bidou (1979) provides a psychoanalytic inspired analysis 
on the Tatuyo version of this myth. Belaunde (2005) has analysed the myth in relation to gender and 
the origin of menstruation. 
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the house, and boys expand their relations outward from the house. When a child is 
born, any concern about whether it is male or female, is expressed in terms of what 
kind of gendered work the child will conduct later on. The birth of a male newborn 
is announced as the birth of a ‘fisherman’ (ua soeti) whereas a female newborn is 
referred to as the one who helps her older kinspersons to collect water. As soon as a 
male child can walk and run easily, he occasionally accompanies his father or 
mother’s brother (MB) out on the sea or the gardens. Small Kanek took his first 
journey into the forest at the age of three, with his father’s father (FF) to collect 
coconuts. Older children play within same sex groups and go fishing in the shallow 
water surrounding the island. As soon as a girl walks properly, her mother and 
grandmother send her between houses to carry food and messages. Before the 
village aqueduct was built, younger girls helped with collecting water from the river 
for domestic use, taking habitual trips to the forest with their mother, mother’s sister 
(MZ), her own sisters and same sex first cousins.  
The creation of proper female personae is of a great concern, and an 
economic investment, which begins from when a daughter is just born. According to 
Okopsukkun people, during childhood, boys and girls already have different 
material needs, fulfilment of which depends on their parents and grandparents. Girls, 
as people explained, “cost” more, as they need clothes such as sundresses, T-shirts, 
sandals, underwear, golden earrings, bracelets, and necklaces, and the expensive 
festivals held for them. Dresses are store-bought in Panamá City when people shop 
in the noisy streets of the capital, or from Colombian traders docking their ships at 
the neighbouring village (see chapter seven). In the neighbour’s village, there is a 
goldsmith workshop where golden jewels for babies and grown up girls are 
purchased. Gifts of clothes and jewels, as people explain, are acts of love and 
memory, and they build up enduring kinship relations with daughters, binding them 
at home (see Chapter six). In contrast, sons manifest a lack of interest in clothes and 
jewels. Parents buy them clothes such as T-shirts, trousers, sneakers, and trainers. 
But as they explain, boys always play outside the house with other children, naked 
or wearing underpants. Furthermore, it is rare to see a boy wearing golden necklaces 
or bracelets. 
From the age of seven or eight onwards, a girl takes care of her younger 
same and opposite sex siblings, sleeping together and going around together 
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between houses. The relation between older sister and younger brother is one of care 
and physical intimacy, until a brother reaches the age of seven or eight years old. At 
this age, a boy gets his own hammock, and according to most people, he 
spontaneously becomes ashamed of his nakedness. According to people, a boy 
begins to voluntarily manifest sexual curiosity for his sisters, and adults constrain 
him. A boy should avoid jokes, touching or sitting too close to his sister, and should 
address her properly with kin terms. A girl is told to cover her developing breasts, 
lest a bird bites her. Bras, along with jewels and clothes, soon become part of the 
expenses for a girl.  
People say that there are no significant changes in the physicality of a 
teenage boy, because his chest remains flat. But this is not an innate aspect of 
masculine physicality. As I have observed in Okopsukkun, a baby boy has his chest 
treated in order to remain flat over the years. In the first year of his life, his breasts 
are repeatedly squeezed, as it is said that a boy accumulates there the breast milk he 
suckled. His mother, carrying the baby, presses her thumb and forefinger on the 
nipple of the little one, to extract a drop of liquid.  
On the other hand, female personae are created through a sequence of 
complex festivals that may be celebrated for girls until puberty. In the previous 
chapter, I have described the complex naming ceremony. There are other possible 
festivals held for Kuna girls. A first ceremony deals with the perforation of a baby 
girl’s nasal septum and ears after childbirth. The nasal septum is pierced with a 
needle and a red thread is pulled through her nose. When a woman wishes to wear a 
golden nasal ring, she pierces her nasal septum again, and enlarges the hole 
progressively with a wooden stick. Nowadays, nasal rings are small and often 
unnoticeable compared to ancient gold nasal rings, which covered the woman’s 
mouth. At puberty, a girl is placed in seclusion for four days. At night, the girl’s 
parents run around the village pathways with an oil lamp, asking other villagers for 
their help. Male villagers cooperate in building a room for seclusion, bringing white 
cane and forest leaves early in the morning. Women are asked to bring water to the 
house where a girl is placed in seclusion. Sweet maize drink is offered to villagers, 
who paint their checks with red achiote or, nowadays, with red lipstick as a sign of 
menstruation. During seclusion, a girl should never touch the ground, and for this 
reason large leaves are put behind a chair where she sits for four days. During 
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seclusion, a girl washes herself repeatedly with water poured into a canoe in the 
seclusion room by the women of the village. I was told that in past times, salty 
seawater was used to control menstrual bleeding. On the last day, at night, old 
female specialists build a platform in the seclusion compartment where the girl 
stands and is blacken entirely with Genipa. Older people explain that this as a 
medicinal treatment, to protect a girl from maladies and weakness. Later on, a 
drinking ceremony may be held for the pubescent girl.   
After seclusion, a girl is strictly prohibited from playing with her opposite 
sex siblings, because she is ‘open’. I was told that with her first menstruation, a 
girl’s womb is empty and clean like a ‘cup’, which may be filled with semen109. 
Brothers and sisters are again admonished if they play together, as this is said to 
easily take on an erotic tinge. Nonetheless, a sister describes the relation with her 
brothers, in particular the ones she has cared for through childhood, in strongly 
affective terms.  
Kuna children, prevented from playing with their opposite sex siblings, gain 
indirect experience in their large matriuxorilocal households of the types of sexual 
relationships that are permitted or forbidden. As we have seen in chapter one, people 
in Okopsukkun have separate buildings for sleeping. A sleeping house is divided at 
the central space with hammocks tied close to one another and two partitions at its 
oval extremities created by hanging old blankets. Unmarried people, widowers and 
sick persons sleep in the common space. Married couples and small children sleep in 
the partitioned parts of the building. Apart from sleeping, night buildings are places 
where married couples make love. When a man moves to his wife’s house, the space 
of the night house is re-organized by curtaining off an area to create a new partition 
of the building for the couple. During the day, there are no particular restrictions 
toward couple’s spaces, hanging blankets are often removed, and children can easily 
play inside or adults sit and talk in a hammock. During the day, hammocks or beds 
are rarely treated as personal belongings and anybody can sit there and, have a rest 
or a chat. At night, people use the space differently. Partitions are re-created for 
couples. Teenage boys and their younger brothers and cousins sleep near one 
                                                
109 As I described in chapter three, the Kuna call the womb noka, and the same term refers to the cups 
for drinking corn and sugarcane beer during festivals. A connection between drinking and sexual 
intercourses is explicitly drawn during the naming festival, the most complex and longest festival 
possibly held for a girl. 
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another, often turning on the radio for music. Teenage girls sleep together with their 
small brothers or sisters who have recently moved from their parents’ hammock for 
the birth of the youngest sibling. Widowers can also sleep with a small grandchild 
because ‘they feel alone’ and a child keeps them company.  
Apart from the hanging blankets, nothing separates couples from other co-
residents. Although the Kuna are generally reticent to talk about sex voluntarily, 
implicit sexual jokes are common among kinswomen. Women make jokes about the 
unequivocal sounds produced by the rhythmical rubbing of the hammock cords on 
the cane walls, when a couple make love. Another common joke regards the 
increase in sexual intercourse during the rainy season, when sex is said to warm 
people during the chilly rainy nights.  
Kuna men describe a sense of extreme embarrassment when they move, 
newly married, to live in their wife’s house. After marriage, a man still passes time 
in his own natal house, and goes to his wife’s house at night and mealtime. When 
pregnant with the first child, a man begins to produce food, but his incorporation 
into the new house is a slow and delicate process and eating plays a fundamental 
role in the process. As I describe in Chapter two, husband and wife eat daily meals 
together, and they are served one large bowl of coconut soup and two separate plates 
of fish. This is strongly associated with sexual intimacy and the reproductive content 
of matrimonial relations. The association between eating and sexual intimacy is 
remarked in the expression kunai kue, ‘making love’, which contains the verb kunne, 
to eat. Eating together goes along with the creation of conjugality, as those sharing a 
meal are likely to become a reproductive unit.  
 
5. Ritualized Mock-Captures 
A Kuna marriage ceremony takes the form of a ritualized mock-capture of a man by 
his male in-laws110. The ceremony, as Howe suggests (1985), displays two 
important features of Kuna marriage that were significant in past times, when 
marriages were arranged and kept secret from the bride and the groom. The first is 
an element of coercion and subordination of a son-in-law toward his in-laws. The 
                                                
110 See Howe (1985) for a detailed discussion on the Kuna marriage ceremony. Other descriptions 
can be found in Nordenskiöld (1938), Stout (1947), Torres de Ianello (1957), and Prestan (1975).  
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second is his reluctance to accept a subordinate position and his struggle. 
Contemporary marriage ceremonies only display a vague sense of a capture, while 
their emphasis is on marriage as the core of food production and preparation, the 
making of love and children. In ordinary Kuna parlance, the ceremony is called 
kakaleket, ‘dragging’, signalling that a son-in-law has been taken and ‘dragged’ 
home. People translate it using the Spanish ‘se van a casar’ (‘they are getting 
married’). Here I include an edited page from my field notes describing the 
ceremony. 
Standing outside and watching through the white cane walls of a 
building, some women are curious about the loudspeakers, noise and 
laughter coming from inside. The space inside is packed tightly with 
children, pushing for a view over a spare hammock that is hung in the 
middle of the house, while a woman tries in vain to keep them away 
from it. In a corner, a girl sits on a chair with her face covered by 
muswe, a red scarf. In a few moments, two adult men enter the 
building, carrying a young man by his legs and arms. They make room 
between the children and lay him down on the hammock. Then, one of 
them goes to the corner where the girl is sitting and carries her up to 
the hammock, laying her over the young man with her face toward the 
roof. A man arrives with a log and puts it underneath the hammock. 
Men push the hammock vigorously and the children’s excitement 
immediately grows. Some of them try to touch the hammock cord and 
yelling happily, pushing other children standing beside them. At this 
point, men shout:  
Suiiii! 
Mama tikoeeee 
Suiiii! 
Masi kuki kuki ioeeee 
 
Husband! 
Plant manioc 
Husband! 
Cook plantains well111. 
 
                                                
111 Sui is the Kuna term for husband. In Okopsukkun, a wife is designated with the term ome, woman.  
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Plate 10 – Above: waiting for the groom. Below: the bride 
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A few moments after, the girl sheers off, followed by the young man. 
The ritual ends and children go back to play on the village lanes and 
paths. 
‘Clearly’, I was told by Nixia, ‘it is a mock-capture: the boy knows that he 
will be fetched from the gathering house for kakaleket’. The ‘dragging’ has been 
previously planned, and the boy waits outside the gathering house to be carried by 
his future in-laws to their house. These are his father-in-law and other in-married 
men of the house. The day after the kakaleket, the son-in-law goes to the forest with 
his father-in-law to collect as much chopped wood as possible for his wife, for 
lighting the fire. When he comes back, the girl offers him a cup of matun, the 
plantain drink. For the next three days the newly married couple repeat this 
transaction of chopped wood and matun and begin to sleep together in the 
hammock. A Kuna marriage is initiated by their actions of bringing chopped wood 
for lighting the fire, and by offering a plantain drink. The ceremony of kakaleket 
anticipates the content and the basic relations which are at the core of marriage. 
Marriage, among the Kuna, is a relation that goes beyond husband and wife. A man 
is incorporated into his wife’s house, and becomes the generator of food abundance. 
Matrimonial relations are built and continue over time upon the production of food. 
The relationship between son-in-law and parents-in-law is characterized by intense 
respect. The use of consanguineal terms neutralize its affinal character, and parents-
in-law designate themselves as the new ‘father’ and ‘mother’ of in-married men in 
their house. This remarks that members of one house represent themselves as a 
consanguineal unit, with consubstantiality achieved through eating the same food. 
Fathers-in-law are described as thoughtful men, silent at home, but talkative in the 
course of productive activities out in the forest, or the sea. The relation between 
mother-in-law and son-in-law is of respect and avoidance. I was explicitly told that 
mother-in-law and son-in-law should avoid direct jokes. This avoidance prevents the 
eventuality of sexual relationships between them. Mother-in-law and son-in-law 
refer to one another with consanguineal terms, but they rarely speak directly among 
themselves, and use the mediation of a third person in the house.  
Despite a house being conceived of as a consubstantial unit and affinal 
relations are consanguinalized, a son-in-law remains for long time precariously 
attached to the house of his in-laws. For instance, in the case of severe illness, a 
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young man leaves the house of his in-laws, and returns to his natal house. He is 
cared for by his close kin, while his wife may remarry. In case of his wife’s death, a 
man moves out of the house of his in-laws, while his children remain living with 
their maternal grandparents. A widowed man may remarry within the house of his 
wife, where there are unmarried sisters. Otherwise, he moves into the house of a 
new wife. In sum, through marriage, death, or divorce, Kuna men move in and out 
of houses. Gaining residential stability is an effect of ageing, setting apart from 
one’s in-laws into a new house, and becoming father-in-law in relation to sons-in-
law. Turner (1979) has discussed the functioning of Gê uxorilocal households based 
on the authority of the elder father-in-law (and his wife) over a young son-in-law 
through the institution of bride-service and the sexual control of their daughters (cf. 
also Rivière 1984). The incorporation of a son-in-law is largely convenient for Kuna 
matriuxorilocal households. Nonetheless, Okopsukkun people do not explain matri-
uxorilocality with idioms of control of elder over younger persons, or men over 
women. People have an explicit theory that residence is motivated by gender. Girls 
are closely bound to their parents and grandparents with relations progressively built 
up from childhood, through gifts of clothes, jewels, and the celebration of expensive 
initiation rituals. From childhood, boys move in and out from their natal house, and 
food is the basic means keeping them attached to the house, even after marriage. A 
man becomes a food producer for his wife and in-laws, but he remains a food 
consumer in relation to his parents and in particular in relation to his mother.  
From the perspective of male affinal relations, for Okopsukkun Kuna people, 
the ideal is when father-in-law and sons-in-laws work to generate raw food and the 
abundance of resources for the women and the children of one house. The 
abundance of food and resources is precisely what is at the core of marriage and the 
complex set of relationships activated through marriage (see chapter two). This 
combines with the pivotal role of older women as cooks and dispensers of food for 
the household. The senior couple act in partnership to sustain the viability of their 
household over generations112.  
Nonetheless, the character of a household as a consubstantial unit may 
always be disrupted. It is suggested that a boy closely consider the entire set of 
                                                
112 See Howe (1985) for a discussion of senior and younger couples within Kuna households. 
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relationships he will establish by moving into a new house. It is important to 
consider carefully the quality of life inside a particular house. Frequent fights among 
co-residents are always a good reason for dissuading a young man from marriage. A 
house with energetic workers is a house with abundant food and a house without 
problems or conflicts. Potential problems emerge in the presence of lazy attitudes 
and the disproportionate work among in-married men. Similarly, a man is 
discouraged from marrying a girl with unmarried sisters with children. This 
marriage leads to increased food scarcity, because the food produced, divided 
among many, is always insufficient to nurture one’s own children well. Similarly, a 
man with too few plots of cultivable gardens, or a man with obligations to children 
from a previous marriage is one who may well not produce abundant food for the 
house. The ideal of considering the house a consanguineal unit co-exists with the 
multifarious reality of everyday life. When conflicts among co-residents are 
exacerbated, a couple may set apart together with their children, either residing 
temporarily within the house of the husband or moving to urban areas (see chapter 
one). In such cases, the consanguineal relations offer a man the support needed to 
move apart from his in-laws with his wife and children. This confirms the 
problematic incorporation of a son-in-law into the house of his wife, which is 
displayed in the marriage ceremony as the capture of a man by his in-laws.  
 
6. Concluding Remarks 
Here, I have tried to elucidate the logic of Kuna marriages in the context of their 
large and demographically dense village, where relations of distant kinship and 
potential affinity prevail. As I have repeatedly stressed, villagers positively evaluate 
the fact that marriages are contracted within the village at any time. Furthermore, the 
Kuna assert the preference for marriages between partners linked together in 
previous generations by a common relative. In their evaluations, these marriages 
recreate closeness within the social space of the village. Hence, kin ties that have 
become distant are brought closer again in the present through marriages. This 
promotes the viability of houses and of the village, via the entanglement of persons 
now genealogically distant from one another. 
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Many aspects of the logic of Kuna kinship and marriage can be found in 
Lowland South America. For instance, the logic of reduplicating marriages may be 
considered in terms that resemble Overing’s analysis of Piaroa marriage, where 
symmetric alliance creates entanglement and integration of the village through the 
repetition of marriages over time (1975: 189-194). The crucial difference is that the 
Kuna do not have symmetric alliance, nor are their marriages prescriptive. The Kuna 
marriage system is more flexible than the Piaroa, but it similarly places marriage at 
the service of village integration and the entanglement of villagers. 
People can marry when they do not consider one another as close kin. This is 
similar to the Piro (Gow 1991) for whom marriage is not symmetric and can be 
contracted when people do not claim to be related. But the Piro do not have an idiom 
of partner selection based on ascendant linking relatives, as the Kuna clearly have. 
As noted, there is a large number of the population in Okopsukkun falling into the 
category of distant kin and marriageable partners. The flexibility of marriage 
choices combines with the preference for marriages where a linking relative exists in 
previous generations. For the Kuna, marriage re-creates consanguineal closeness 
between people not close in the present, but close when projected into the previous 
generations, through common linking relatives.  
The material presented above also suggests that gender plays a crucial role in 
explaining how idioms and categories of kinship are locally produced. Kuna people 
have a gendered idiom to explain and produce similarity and difference. As 
discussed, Kuna nomenclature stresses the similarity between siblings, but also ‘less 
similarity’ between brothers and sisters, which motivates their different post-marital 
residential choices. From the ethnographic material presented, certain aspects of the 
Kuna kinship system would fit with a Dravidianate, in particular for the element of 
crossness in the relation brother/sister and the partial rejection of father’s sister (FZ) 
as a consanguine. Nonetheless, marriage among the Kuna remains non prescriptive, 
within a large matrimonial area internal to the village. Marriage is prohibited 
between siblings (including first cousins), and it is contracted between partners 
finding each other in the category distant kin and non kin. In this way, marriage in 
Okopsukkun plays the role of favouring the re-assimilation of distant kin, while 
maintaining flexibility in matrimonial choices.  
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As I have tried to make explicit, Okopsukkun people manifest the conscious 
ideal of living a settled life in a densely populated village, where bodies, persons, 
houses, and the village are all manifestations of close consanguinity, although, this 
might seem in contrast to the actual nature of the village where most persons do not 
consider or claim to be related. Furthermore, Okopsukkun people manifest a great 
concern for the fact that tranquillity is always at risk in their dense village, where 
distant ties proliferates. Lévi-Strauss (1987: 144-147) has suggested for the 
Brazilian Bororo that a complex kinship system may have been abandoned in favour 
of more elementary kinship structures to solve internal fractures. Political and 
economic reasons might have been a concern for Kuna people to favour intra-village 
endogamy, in concomitance to the resettlement of Kuna villages in San Blas, to the 
transmission of cultivated gardens, and the intensified political relations with the 
new state of Panamá, which recognized San Blas as a Kuna reservation in 1938. In 
the present, people manifest a strong concern with the creation of consanguinity. 
Kinship, for the Kuna, is something that needs to be continuously re-created and 
fostered. In the following two chapters, I show how this is done to create Kuna 
persons.  
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Chapter Five 
Birth and Postnatal Multiplications 
 
 
 
Every birth is experienced dramatically by the group as a whole. It is not simply the 
addition of an individual to one family, but a cause of imbalance between the world of men 
and the universe of invisible forces; it subverts an order that ritual must attempt to re-
establish 
(Clastres, Chronicles of the Guayaki Indians 1998) 
 
 
 
 I think that the ideas that Lynn [Margulis] and I have are very similar; it’s just she 
was focusing on adults and I want to extend the concept (…) to embryos. I believe that 
embryonic co-construction of the physical bodies has many more implications because it 
means that we were never individuals 
(Scott Gilbert discussing interspecies epigenesis in relation to Lynn Margulis 
research on autopoiesis,  
Haraway, When Species Meet 2008) 
  
 
 
This and the following chapter are concerned with the making of bodies, persons 
and kinship in the light of subjective experiences, or what Heckenberger has 
described as “the subjective history of the actual human bodies, actions, memories 
and understandings” (Heckenberger 2005: 187).  
My purpose here is to look at patterns of separation and multiplication at the 
core of Kuna personhood by focusing on the birth ritual in Okopsukkun. The chapter 
is divided into two parts: the first explores conception theories, the couvade 
practices, and the processual nature of birth in Okopsukkun. Related issues (e.g. the 
place of alterity in conception, mortality, and the secrecy of birth) will be also 
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discussed. The second part focuses on  the cutting of the umbilical cord, which is the 
focus of great concern and ritual actions to separate a Kuna child from its placenta. 
Gow (1997, 2001: 107-108) writes for the Peruvian Piro that birth is the beginning 
of the process of making a newborn into a human by dividing it into two halves, a 
human child and a non-human placenta. In line with the Kuna social aesthetic of 
crowdedness, the birth ritual performs multiple separations of the foetal body, firstly 
with the cutting of the umbilical cord and the ceremonial separation of the foetal 
body into two halves, the newborn and the placenta. Secondly, the separation is 
reduplicated some days after birth, when the umbilical piece attached to the child’s 
navel drops off. This moment is of great concern, and the umbilical piece is buried 
beneath a fruit tree on the patio of the house. In sum, the process of birth aims at 
dividing a Kuna newborn into two sets of halves: a child and placenta, and a child 
and an umbilical cord. When the foetal body is split into two sets of halves, its 
kinspersons are doing multiplication at the minimum level of social existence, the 
intra-personal113. Multiplication is at the core of Kuna sociality as much as the core 
of the creation of living persons.  
This chapter leads us to a deeper understanding of multiplication through 
separations. In fact, the prenatal parts of a newborn are buried at home, with the 
emphasis on postnatal containment of foetal parts as a way for the child to grow and 
become grounded at home. At birth, multiplication is not the process of addition of 
units to one another, but it is the process of multiple separations where some parts 
become invisible (buried) to allow a baby to grow. For the Kuna, this formula 
regenerates kinship and persons, within an aesthetic of saturation, multiplications, 
and separations. 
 
1. Conception 
A Kuna child is the mixture of semen and vaginal fluids, mingled and hardened in 
the womb. A midwife explained to me that in the womb the child is equipped with a 
zippered bag (the placenta), which opens up at birth. People refer to the afterbirth in 
                                                
113 Viveiros de Castro (2001) included the intra-personal level in his model of Amazonian sociality. 
This chapter develops this insight considering practices of postnatal separations at the core of the 
constitution of Kuna persons.  
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various ways, such as the golden canoe (olo ulu), the follower (sorpalit, referring to 
the order of normal delivery, the baby first then the placenta), or the jaguar (achu). I 
heard women using the Spanish expression ‘the baby is wrapped’ (el niño es 
forrado), or as another midwife said, ‘the baby is in the bag’ (el niño está en la 
bolsa) – this refers to when a baby is born with the caul (birth sac) still covering 
parts or all of its body. Thus, with these differing terms, the afterbirth is imagined as 
a part of the foetus, which comes after the birth of a baby. 
Menstrual blood is involved in the formation of the placental part of the 
foetal body, while semen and vaginal fluids mingle to form the child. It is tempting 
to suggest that child and placenta are somehow already different, but united by the 
umbilical cord114. An indication of their difference appears in the substances and the 
opposed destinies of newborn and placenta: one made human into the house of its 
kinspersons-to-be, and the other kept in the house, but buried a few days after birth.  
Whenever I asked about the transformation of sexual fluids into the foetal 
body, the reply was that semen fills the womb (called noka, ‘drinking bowl’), which 
already contains a small amount of vaginal fluids. When there are enough mingled 
fluids to form a dense foetal mass, the womb is thought to close, and expenditure of 
semen is no longer needed. Thereafter a child is considered alive, housed in the 
womb, and fed via the umbilical cord with the food a pregnant woman eats, 
dispensed by her mother (grandmother from the perspective of a child).  
Okopsukkun people gave different replies about how long the accumulation 
of sexual substances lasts. According to some women, the process lasts for about 
one month, lest the foetal mass is expelled through menstruation. In contrast, one 
woman said that menstrual cycles might coincide with conception, suggesting that 
making a child might last longer than one menstrual cycle115. A man told me that 
‘the womb works just once’ (muu neka warkwen arpaet), suggesting that one 
insertion of semen is sufficient to make a baby. A botanical expert explained that the 
accumulation of substances might take longer, depending on the how glutinous the 
semen is and the containment of fluids in the womb. ‘A womb’ he said ‘can be 
                                                
114 The information gathered by Chapin (1983) in the village near Okopsukkun differs from those I 
collected. His informants explained that ‘red blood’ (menstruation) mingles with semen to make the 
embryo, while my informants specified that menstrual blood makes the placenta. See also Reverte 
(1967) for an account on pregnancy, pre-partum and post-partum abstentions among the Kuna.  
115 See Alès (2006) on the time of gestation for the Venezuelan Yanomami, where the formation of 
an embryo takes longer than only one menstrual cycle.  
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turned upside down’, rendering it difficult or longer for the accumulation of sexual 
fluids116.  
During my attempts to clarify the duration of foetal formation, I came to the 
conclusion that this depends on the strength and fertility of the partners117. 
According to Kuna people, fertility can always be increased through forest 
medicines (tule ina). Therefore, in the case of a difficult conception, a couple 
undergoes seclusion and the consumption of forest medicines to increase the 
glutinous consistency of semen and the retentive capacities of the womb. This 
coincides with the strongly bilateral nature of Kuna conception theories. Another 
implicit outcome of these theories is the denial of notions of plural paternity, the 
widespread Amazonian notion that several men contribute to the accumulation of 
enough semen to form a child (cf. Beckerman and Valentine 2002; Vilaça 2002: 
347-365). For the Kuna, each man acquires the capability to produce another person 
through forest medicines, and autonomously from the seminal contribution of other 
men, but in procreative conjunction with his wife. Furthermore, for the Kuna semen 
is not considered an agent of foetal growth as in other Amazonian groups, where a 
foetus is said to grow up fed through male substances (Viveiros de Castro 1992). 
When a child is formed and housed in the womb, it is fed through the umbilical cord 
via the wife, with the food cooked by the wife’s mother, or the grandmother-to-be 
from the perspective of the child. Therefore, cooked food replaces sexual fluids in 
the second stage of gestation, as an agent for foetal growth in the womb. Connected 
to this, I suspect that among the Kuna, the female line focused on nurture replaces 
the downplayed role of other men in the fabrication of an embryo. 
When a baby is housed in the womb, there are a series of prenatal 
prescriptions (which I discuss in the following section) meant to protect the baby. 
Some precautions are meant to protect the mother during the delivery, but most 
protect the child. Mother and father are identified with their child, and their actions 
might transfer to the child endangering its formation. The identification of the 
mother with the child is primarily through the same food they eat. The foetus, 
                                                
116 In some Eastern Central American societies, notions of cumulative conception do not prevail. See 
for example the Miskitu (Dennis 2004; Jamieson 1995).  
117 The presence of various ideas about conception between informants is common in Amazonian 
ethnographies. See C. Hugh Jones (1979: 115-116) for a discussion on Barasana variable ideas about 
conception. See also Vilaça (2002: 353-354) for a discussion on the topic.   
  
181 
because in part made of semen, is identified with its father, who abstains from 
dangerous activities and sexual intercourse. The foetus is also connected to other 
entities, apart from the woman and man whose substances mingled to form it. A 
foetus is internal to the body of the mother, but its prenatal life also depends on an 
entity as its tutelary spirit, called muu, grandmother. Muu is a female spirit acting as 
a grandmother toward the foetus, taking care of it during gestation. But muu can also 
take revenge on the mother during childbirth, for disrespectful behaviours. If this is 
the case, a midwife calls a male specialist to sing muu ikar (‘the grandmother’s 
path’) a shamanic song addressed to muu, who impedes the transition of a child into 
the world of living persons (cf. Holmer and Wassén 1947; Lévi-Strauss 1972; 
Chapin 1983; Severi 2000). An easy childbirth, without complications, depends 
enormously on the quality of the relation a pregnant woman establishes with muu, 
through the mediation of botanical experts providing forest medicines, and singing 
curing songs addressed to muu throughout the pregnancy. Each animal and plant 
species have a muu hosting them during their prenatal life. These are a class of 
female spirits called ‘grandmothers’, called upon during reproduction as those 
hosting the foetuses of plants, animals and humans in their underworld dwellings, 
and ‘pulling’ them up at birth (milemai). I hasten to add that old people and 
specialists call the womb muu neka, ‘grandmother’s house’, alluding to the spirit 
caring for the foetus. The term muu neka replaces the usual term noka (womb) when 
a foetus is formed. Therefore, a foetus is contained in the body of its mother, but 
also connected to other entities. This is worth noting, because processes of gestation 
among the Kuna, similarly to most native Amazonians, are in strong association to a 
wider set of relations conceptualized in terms of alterity. Amazonian ethnographies 
have discussed notions of sociality, which posit the production of humans in 
dialogue with other beings, essential for the creation of human kinship (cf. Viveiros 
de Castro 1992, 1993, 2001; Vilaça 2002). Among some Amazonians, human 
conception relies on the uterine fabrication of an embryo through seminal 
expenditure, and the gift of a soul from the non-human exterior (Wagley 1977). In 
line with this, identities and vitalities might always be captured from enemies 
through warfare and rituals promoting female fertilization as in the case of the 
Achuar described by Taylor (1994: 73-105)1. Vilaça elaborates on this arguing that: 
“the exterior is a constitutive part of kinship relations in Amazonia as a consequence 
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of the fact that these relations are constructed from alterity as a starting point. […] 
Production of differentiated groups conceived as kin takes place by means of the 
fabrication of similar bodies from this substrate of universal subjectivities” (2002: 
349-350). 
An ensemble of alimentary taboos and activities abstentions followed by 
husband and wife protect the child from the association with animal entities. These 
taboos strongly suggest that a foetus, bound up excessively with some animal beings 
and to the spiritual grandmother, dies, or turns against a parturient woman, killing 
her. In the following section, I consider prenatal abstentions to describe how living 
persons manage the association with different beings during gestation, to promote 
the development of a foetus118. 
 
2. Prenatal Prescriptions 
Vilaça (2002: 356) argues that the fabrication of a child into a kinsperson is the 
“outcome of a dialogue involving different kinds of beings”, and the reason why 
alimentary abstentions and restricted hunting activities are relevant during the 
couvade. The foetal body is unstable and under fabrication, and a baby is protected 
from undesirable associations with animal beings. This point captures the spirit of 
Kuna couvade well. Prenatal prescriptions revolve around three main concerns: 
firstly, they avoid the foetus connecting to the soul of hunted animals, resulting in 
postnatal sickness and death. Secondly, a foetus under fabrication is inherently at 
risk of resembling the bodies and dispositions of animals ingested by the pregnant 
woman. For instance, physical malformations are thought of as signs of the 
irreversible non-humanity of a newborn, caused by a failure to follow prenatal 
prescriptions. Thirdly, and connected to this, prenatal abstentions prevent a difficult 
childbirth, therefore protecting the health of the mother.  
In Okopsukkun, both husband and wife adhere to prenatal alimentary taboos 
and restrained activities. The husband mainly observes precautions in the forest, 
connected to hunting activities and killing certain animals, seen as affecting the soul 
of a child and its dispositions at birth. Nurture is the primary agent of foetal growth, 
                                                
118 See Chapter 6 for an account of postnatal practices associated to the couvade. 
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and a foetus is seen as transforming in conjunction with the food or animal 
medicines ingested by the woman who contains it, and the main reason why a 
woman adheres to alimentary taboos. Animal medicines ingested by a man to 
conduct productive activities are also dangerous for foetal development. Harmful 
animal associations affect children, even in the following generations. For instance, 
sickness in children might be explained in relation to the hunting activities of their 
grandfathers, and to forest animal medicines ingested to become good hunters119. As 
people explain, once killed or ingested, the souls of potent animals bind to the soul 
of their killer or eaters in the form of long lasting associations, which sooner or later 
‘turn against him’ (aipinnet). They turn against the killer when he is fragile, 
increasing sickness, debility or killing him. In addition, animal souls ‘persecute’ (in 
Spanish persiguen) the hunter’s children identified with him, whose bodies are 
inherently ‘fragile’ (tuttukwa). The unity of father/child appears clearly in these 
Kuna theories of gestation. However it is also difficult to isolate prenatal abstentions 
from an ensemble of restricted foods and activities that older people always suggest 
their younger kinsmen abstain from, as a form of prevention.  
In the code of restrictions that a man follows, there are two main prohibitions 
preventing postnatal sickness for a child. One pertains to killing mammals like 
sloths (pero), the silky anteater (ukkuturpa) and the giant anteater (ippureket). These 
animals immediately make a child weak, self-absorbed, disinclined to eat, and prone 
to convulsions. The other extreme prohibition regards killing snakes, which affect a 
child by causing weakness, bleeding, and the propensity to encounter snakes in the 
forest when a child grows up. Sickness in a child is explained in terms of an 
animal’s soul glued onto the child’s soul and persecuting it. More generally, 
sickness is seen as the engagement of a person with animal beings, and the 
progressive disengagement of the sick person from its close kin and other humans, 
with death as the radical conclusion of such disengagement. Prenatal prescriptions, 
in line with notions of maladies, pursue the incorporation of a child into a 
                                                
119 Menget (1982[1979]: 193-209]) in his analysis on the couvade has noted that it is difficult to 
isolate prescriptions from a more general ensemble of social practices (cf. also Rivière 1974, Rival 
1998, Vilaça 2002). It is not my aim, here, to discuss this intriguing debate. My interest lies in 
showing that for the Kuna specific actions are meant to begin to make a child akin to other living 
humans from when it is in the womb, to incorporate it into the house and to protect its mother-to-be. 
Therefore, extreme caution is taken to avoid endangering food and actions (iset), which might cause 
physical malformations, a difficult delivery, and sickness to a child. 
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community of humans, by avoiding connections with the souls of animal species, 
resulting in sickness and death.  
The unity of father/child is explained as substantial and spiritual at the same 
time. Worth noting is the Kuna use of the same term purpa for soul and semen. For 
instance, Kuna men say that one might be alone in the forest, but his purpa is always 
in conjunction with his child, made of his semen and united to his soul. For this 
reason, a man abstains from sexual intercourse with his wife, and consumes forest 
medicines in case he kills an animal, to protect himself and his baby from 
undesirable and long lasting repercussions. When a man kills a snake or an anteater, 
he might be strong enough to overcome dangers, but his children are fragile and 
easily affected by the soul of the killed animal. Therefore, a man adheres to 
prohibitions to avoid undesirable associations between animal beings and his 
children, and to prevent himself from suffering maladies thereafter. A man also 
suspends communal labour, and avoids the use of cement or paint, which harden the 
child in the womb and make the delivery difficult.  
Similarly, woman and child form a unit, and a woman adheres to an 
ensemble of prenatal restrictions. These are mainly alimentary taboos, as the foetal 
body transforms in conjunction with the food ingested by the woman who contains 
it. As for hunting activities, some alimentary taboos coincide with a general dietary 
code followed by all pregnant, non-pregnant, and aged women, because ingesting 
certain animals is thought of as an ever-present risk for them and for their offspring.  
In general, Kuna women avoid eating octopus, as this animal might make a 
child stick to the womb and make its head larger than usual. During pregnancy, 
marine species with shells like clams (akkwasalu) or queen conch (kampompia) are 
forbidden, because they harden the placenta and complicate delivery. A woman 
should not eat sea turtles (yauk) because a child will be born with watery eyes (ipya 
masi masi) and rough skin (ukka muru muru)120. One woman spontaneously told me 
the story of a woman who ate turtle and gave birth to a turtle-like child with no 
prehensile fingers on the hands. During childbirth, a child might also act like a 
turtle, keeping the placenta inside the womb as a turtle keeps its head inside the 
shell. There is a notion that eels (yarpi) should not be eaten because this causes 
                                                
120 See Martínez-Mauri (2007) for a detailed list of taboos involving marine species. 
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malformations. However, a medicinal preparation with eels smeared on the tummy 
immediately before childbirth eases the delivery of a child121. It is suggested that a 
woman abstains from eating hammerheads, or the child’s head will be large, and 
sharks (nali) since a child will have a large mouth and aggressive disposition. 
Similarly, by eating stingray (nitirpi), the child will not proceed easily through the 
birth canal. In sum, the body of the child, including the placenta, should be kept soft 
and small to descend the vaginal path.122 
An easy delivery is also promoted through other prescriptions concerning 
daily activities. For instance, a pregnant woman is warned not to stand in the door 
way of the house, or the child will remain in the birth canal. She should also not 
touch pronged logs, or cut twin plantains because children might be born with 
malformations. During gestation, a woman progressively suspends domestic 
activities, which are taken over by her close kinswomen. Finally, there is the notion 
that delivery might be affected by the couple’s sleeping orientation in the hammock. 
When a woman is told at the health centre that her child is breech, Kuna midwives 
suggest she sleep with her head the other way round.123  
What Kuna people emphasize through these taboos is that a child too 
strongly associated with animals, kills its mother-to-be. The differentiation of the 
foetal body from animal beings begins in the womb through nutrition. The 
possibility of making kinship is therefore realized by means of food and alimentary 
taboos, which render a child not harmful to its mother.  
A feature of prenatal alimentary taboos is worth discussing. Female 
alimentary taboos are insistently concerned with marine species. This reflects the 
diet of island-dwelling people, whose major source of protein is from marine 
                                                
121 In this chapter I do not account for the forest medicines given to a pregnant woman during 
gestation and delivery. See Chapin (1983) for a detailed description on these. See also Nordenskiöld 
(1938) and Reverte (1967). 
122 The avoidance of these marine animal species – the insistence on the placental part of the foetal 
body, and the notion that a foetus might keep the placenta inside the womb like a turtle with its head 
in the shell – implicitly suggests that the placenta is somehow represented as the foetus’ head, turned 
upside down during delivery. This requires further investigation, although it seems reasonable in 
relation to some aspects of Kuna theories about bodies. The head is thought of as the locus of blood 
production, and the placenta is seen as made exclusively of maternal blood. Furthermore, Kuna 
botanical experts describe the head as connected to the stomach through a long cord (tupa), which 
might be equated to the umbilical cord (muu tup) connecting the placental head to the rest of the 
child. In line with this, a foetus is seen as the recipient of food from the beginning of gestation, thus 
remarking the importance of nurture and alimentary taboos. 
123 In such cases muu ikar, the shamanic song to ease delivery famously analyzed by Lévi-Strauss 
(1972) is sung by midwives before childbirth. 
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creatures rather than forest game124. But the marine landscape appears in Kuna 
cosmology associated with the periodicity of human life. For the Kuna, pregnancy 
and childbirth relate to a symbolic system where the female body (with the 
periodicity of menstruation, pregnancy, childbirth and lactation) is strongly 
associated with the hydraulic system of rivers and sea. For instance, menstrual blood 
is metaphorically called ‘the river’ (tiiwar), and during delivery, the blood of 
parturition is described as the ‘river’ that propels a child into the world of living 
persons. On the other hand, the Kuna emphasize gestation as a state of blood and 
fluid augmentation, similar to the periodicity of low and high marine tides. Two 
features substantiate this similarity. Firstly, the female spirit muu, associated to 
human foetuses, also provokes a marine deluge upon disrespectful behaviours. It 
should be noted that, temar, ‘the sea’ in ordinary parlance, is called muu pilli in 
shamanic songs. Secondly, according to people, the augmentation of fluids during 
pregnancy may provoke dangerous phenomena of bleeding and blood desiccation in 
living humans. For instance, when a man injures himself, he is at risk of increased 
bloodletting if he comes across a pregnant woman or lives with one. In the case of 
snakebites, simple visual contact with a pregnant woman induces bleeding from the 
orifices and the fontanel (where blood is said to be produced). Furthermore, 
assisting in childbirth places a husband, young persons, and children in great danger 
of bloodletting, fluid desiccation or blindness.125  
For people, a pregnant woman threatens a weak or sick person, and the 
explanation for this is that gestation makes a woman stronger and potentially 
dangerous through foetal containment. Women become ‘doubled’ (in Spanish, son 
dobles), and they are linked to other beings,  potentially threatening and intimately 
involved in the reproduction and gestation of human beings.  
Vilaça (2002: 360) discusses the mutual exclusivity between shamanism and 
menstruation, and reports a note from S. Hugh-Jones on the Barasana, for whom 
women are not shamans because they are already in contact with exterior beings 
through gestation. Vilaça suggests this interpretation substantiates the external 
origin of children in the womb. Kuna notions of conception and birth support this 
                                                
124 See Martinez Mauri (2007) for technical and symbolic relations to the marine landscape. 
125 The blood of parturition is said to be dangerous, and similar risks are incurred in case of accidental 
contact with menstrual blood, provoking weakness and bloodletting. 
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interpretation, connecting the origin of living humans to cosmological female 
beings, and female bodies to the hydraulic system of rivers and sea surrounding the 
village126. Importantly, prenatal prescriptions promote the progression of kinship 
onwards, dealing with problems of mortality127. 
 
Discussion 
Kuna ethnography supports recent analyses on the practices associated with the 
couvade, arguing that the couvade relies on a set of dyadic relations involved in 
promoting the incorporation of a child into the community of living persons. At a 
sociological level, we find Kuna older people – grandmothers and grandfathers from 
the perspective of the child – as fundamental figures in the process of foetal growth 
and the protection of a child from harmful behaviours and exterior beings. 
According to people, during the first pregnancy, a couple lacks the knowledge of 
which foods should be avoided, which behaviours harm the child and render the 
delivery difficult. Husband and wife are literally dependent on the guidance and care 
of mature women and men. Both husband and wife adhere to prenatal restrictions, in 
order to protect their vulnerable child and promote its incorporation into the house.  
For the Piro, Gow (1991: 153-156) suggests that a child is linked to its 
mother and father, who after birth suspend both their productive activities to protect 
the newborn in the first months and years of its life. The interdependence of husband 
and wife in the couvade has been noted by authors like Lévi-Strauss, Rivière, 
Menget, and Vilaça, rendering it difficult to sustain the assumption that the father 
plays the part of a child bearer instead of the mother, as in the European practice 
known as covada (cf. also Vilaça 2002: 355). The couvade is based on restrictions 
concerning both partners. Lévi-Strauss (1966[1962]: 195) explains that husband and 
wife are equally identified with the child in danger during the first weeks or months. 
The husband might take more precautions whenever, according to native theories of 
conception, semen is the sole material out of which a child is made. Therefore, a 
                                                
126 As Fortis (2008) suggests, Kuna women become shamans after childbirth, as they become linked 
to exterior beings through gestation, stealing shamanic abilities from the child. 
127 The intimate connection between women and other beings comes to the fore during the girl’s 
naming ceremony, when the neophyte girl receives a flute name through a celestial journey of her 
soul in the realm of the dead. See Ch. three.  
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man does not replace the wife as child bearer, but is identified with the child (cf. 
also Vilaça 2002: 355).  
In Kuna concepts of procreation presented above, husband and wife are seen 
as mingling their substances to make a child: both adhere to prenatal restrictions, 
with the child momentarily putting a stop to their sexual activity. 
Rival (1998) provides two interpretations on the emphasis of the father’s 
role, one linking this to the Euro-American assumption that the tie between mother-
child is physical and natural, the second linking the identification of man and child 
to uxorilocality, the widespread feature of social organization in Lowland South 
America. Rival suggests that the emphasis on the father’s role in the couvade relates 
to his identification with the child: both are simultaneously in the process of being 
incorporated in the same house through nurture. A man, as son-in-law, moves to the 
house of his wife according to uxorilocal patterns of post-marital residence, with the 
consequent identification of him with his child, similarly in the process of being 
attached to the house. Nonetheless, Rival explains the couvade in domestic terms, 
negating the role of the exterior in the process of foetal formation, a point that 
Vilaça has already criticized.  
Kuna concepts echo a similar emphasis on matriuxorilocality. A man is 
incorporated as a son-in-law into the house of his wife when they expect a child, as 
the first co-product of a new conjugal relation. In the house of his wife, a man uses 
the consanguineal term muu to address and refer to his mother-in-law, who is 
grandmother from the perspective of a man’s child. This might suggest that the 
position of a child in muu neka, in the womb and in the process of being 
incorporated into the house of its grandmother, is also played by a man, incorporated 
into the house of his in-laws through the birth of his child.  
But the Kuna couvade cannot be discussed solely in relation to domesticity, 
as superhuman beings are relevantly connected to the foetal development, and most 
precautions followed by husband and wife protect the tender child from associations 
with dangerous entities.  
Prenatal nurture controls the counter-flows of animal attributes into a child, 
which might render childbirth dangerous and foetal growth at risk of excessive 
resemblances with superhuman beings. At the same time, prenatal nurture controls 
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the excessive association of the wife with exterior beings, potentially resulting in 
death. Childbirth is paradigmatically a moment of extreme danger.  
 
3. The Birth House 
Okopsukkun Kuna children are either born in the medical centre in the neighbouring 
village, or in the collective childbirth house in Okopsukkun. Most women in 
Okopsukkun dislike the idea giving birth in the medical centre for two reasons. They 
dislike exposing their bodies during delivery, and they find the idea of receiving a 
caesarean section in case of difficult childbirth abhorrent. Regardless of this 
however, some young women give birth at the medical centre. For example, 
Nebagiryai wanted to deliver her three children in the medical centre because she 
habitually attended the centre and she felt confident. I did not hear of cases of 
children born at home. The majority of women in Okopsukkun give birth in the 
collective childbirth house of the village128. This house is called muu neka, the same 
as people call (1) the womb during gestation, (2) the cosmological dwelling of the 
spirit muu, (3) and the house of the child’s grandmother-to-be. This deserves 
attention, and I propose an interpretation of this.  
The childbirth house is located on the eastern shoreline of the village, close 
to the medical centre. From the middle of the village, where houses are crowded 
without any sense of topographical ordering, entangled pathways run towards the 
shoreline only a few minutes away. The buildings become progressively spaced out, 
unexpectedly revealing a view over the shoreline. Muu neka is the last building 
overlooking the sea, at the edge of the village, and outside its crowdedness. The 
birth house seems located at the edges of human sociability. Given the importance a 
saturated and compact village layout has for the Kuna in terms of kinship (chapter 
one), one might suspect that the location of the birth house is somehow related to the 
conceptualization of childbirth. It is worth noting that the birth house has an unusual 
architectural style compared to Kuna houses, with a cement wall surrounding it and 
the edges of the roof almost touching the ground. There is no door at the entrance 
                                                
128 Okopsukkun people emphasized fiercely that they are one of the few villages in the Archipelago 
to have a childbirth house. One man told that in a village in the region of Bayano Kuna people build a 
special compartment at home to give birth. 
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and a semi-circular path, prevents a direct view over the birthing space, without 
obstructing the passage. These aspects (its location, the rounded shape of the 
building, and its entrance) strongly suggest that the birth house is somehow 
conceived of as a womb. Connected to this, childbirth in muu neka would be the 
continuation of pregnancy in another womb/house. In sum, a child coming into the 
world is the movement from a womb/house into another house/womb129. Following 
is the description of the passage of a newborn from the birth house to the house of 
its kinspersons-to-be.  
Here, I describe further how attitudes and practices toward childbirth are 
congruent with the interpretation of childbirth as a continuation of pregnancy. 
According to Kuna theories of gestation, a man should not enter the childbirth 
house, and should not be present during the birth of his child, because of the risk of 
bloodletting. Kuna children never assist in the birth of their younger siblings, nor are 
they informed about gestation and childbirth, as such matters are treated with utmost 
secrecy. When the birth of a child is imminent, its older sibling-to-be spends more 
time in the house of their paternal grandparents, or they move temporarily to live in 
urban areas with other close kin130. A woman should move into the birth house 
almost unnoticed by other villagers. Given the crowded nature of Okopsukkun, 
people say that a woman should move at night. The birth house is dark and silent 
recalling metaphorically a uterine dwelling. Kuna midwives use a small light to see 
the child progressing from the womb, and loud noises are forbidden131. In general, 
people say that childbirth should occur in silence so as not to call the attention of 
malevolent spirits who might want to affect delivery. Furthermore, the female spirit 
muu might ‘get angry’ (muu urwe) if Kuna people talk about childbirth: she might 
refuse to let the child be delivered or provoke marine inundation. The Kuna act 
systematically to make childbirth occur unnoticed, at the same time conceiving and 
promoting birth as a continuation of pregnancy from the womb (conceived as a 
house) to the childbirth house (conceived as a womb).  
                                                
129 Among the Miskitu, Jamieson (1995) suggests that the nine days of seclusion following the birth 
of a Miskitu child are a continuation of pregnancy. See also Carsten (1992) for the processual nature 
of birth among Malays.  
130 In this sense, the birth of a child puts a temporary stop to the primary relations of its older siblings 
with the parents. This raises questions of sibling order and rivalries, which would be interesting to 
develop with subsequent works. 
131 A Kuna woman is given forest medicines to deliver a child in silence. 
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All these practices are meant to reduce the dangers of birth, and at the same 
time they are the cue of its utmost dangerous nature. A child, blended too strongly 
with animal entities, kills the parturient woman, or dies. Childbirth is carefully 
handled to evade natal mortality, therefore promoting the sequential passage of the 
child from prenatal to postnatal dwellings. The image of prenatal and postnatal 
uterine houses is the metaphor of how people want childbirth to occur.  
As mentioned above, children and young persons are ignorant of childbirth, 
and they are constantly removed from everything concerning conception and birth. 
Kuna children are warned off going too close to muu neka, the childbirth house, 
when somebody is giving birth. One woman explained that when hammocks are tied 
up to dry on the cement wall surrounding the building, muu is inside, referring to the 
midwife. A Kuna midwife is the one who ‘takes the baby’ (koe kaet) or ‘takes the 
demon’ (mao kaet) or ‘takes the little bird’ (sikkwi kaet) or, simply, she is muu, an 
old woman. 
When childbirth is in process in the childbirth house, people shout at 
children to go away. To scare children, muu is described as having only one eye. I 
chatted with adults and old people about their childhood, and they vividly 
remembered being scared of muu. For example, a woman in her late thirties 
remembered being frightened of the birthing house and for this reason she was 
scared to give birth there preferring to go to the hospital. 
My mum told me ‘don’t go there. Muu is angry. She’s going to hit 
you!’ but the house seemed abandoned during the day. At night, when 
I went to pee, there was a little light and somebody murmuring…I was 
scared; oh…I was really very scared! 
This grandmother is described as an ugly woman living with jaguars, a 
dreadful image for a Kuna child. This image is in contrast to that of their close 
maternal and paternal grandmothers. The relation between grandmothers and 
grandchildren is one of closeness and physical intimacy. In Okopsukkun, 
grandmothers often sleep with a small grandchild, and they are always surrounded 
by some of their grandchildren in the course of everyday activities. When 
pregnancies follow one another, older and weaned grandchildren tend to spend most 
of their time with their paternal grandmothers. They take care of them offering food 
and drinks, cuddling them, and singing lullabies.  
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The image of muu as the old and ugly woman who lives in the childbirth 
house is in contrast to what children know well about their grandmothers through 
their experience. A child could reasonably deduce that “muu is not like my 
grandmother”. In one sense, this image of muu keeps children away from the 
childbirth house. But this image, in its hideousness, is also metaphor of alterity, 
which confirms pregnancy and birth as moments innately outside the domain of 
human sociability. Cosmological alterity has a human parallel in the figure of old 
midwives, which some informants emphasized should not be consanguineally 
related to husband, wife and children. People did not explain further why midwives 
should not be kinspersons. But other informants noted similarly that botanical 
experts should not give forest medicines to their close kin, because these would not 
be curative.  
The passage of a child from the birth house to the house of its kinspersons-
to-be requires the intervention of non-consanguineal old women as midwives. The 
ritual of birth is based on a sequence of actions to separate the newborn from the 
placenta. Old close kinswomen are present at the birth of their grandchild-to-be, but 
they abstain from cutting the umbilical cord and ritually treating the foetal body. 
These are specialized actions, carefully handled by the midwives. During my stay in 
Okopsukkun, there were six midwives who handled childbirth in the village birth 
house. In the neighbouring village, there were two midwives who attended 
workshops in the medical centre and assisted in childbirth there, with doctors and 
nurses. 
 
4. Half-Human and Half-Animal 
When abdominal pains begin, a woman is initially attended at home, with old 
women (midwives and old kinswomen) coming and going from her house to the 
house of male botanical experts, to get forest medicinal remedies to shorten the 
delivery time. Birth puts a momentary stop to the activities of the husband, who 
remains at home and sits calmly, while the wife moves to the childbirth house. The 
only persons assembled for the birth of a Kuna child are its grandmothers-to-be, and 
two or three midwives. Male botanical experts continuously provide forest 
medicines via the midwives.  
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A Kuna child ‘falls down’ (aiteke) from the womb into a hole dug out in the 
ground and covered with forest leaves. When the placenta comes, the umbilical cord 
is cut. At this point, child and placenta receive the same ritual treatment, but 
separately. The newborn is picked up by one midwife, wrapped in forest leaves and 
washed with sweet basil water to eliminate the scent of blood. Similarly the placenta 
is picked up, wrapped, and washed. When the ritual concludes, the women return 
home, carrying the newborn and the placenta in a closed container, accompanied by 
the midwives. After four days of seclusion at home, one midwife buries the placenta 
behind the main pole of the sleeping building of the house. The entire foetal body is 
therefore incorporated and contained in the house, but one part (the placenta) is 
buried and rendered invisible, while the other part (the newborn) is attached to the 
house to grow, in the absence of its placental part. This absence constitutes the 
possibility for a child to live, and for kinship to develop. A placenta is 
conceptualized as the pathogenic part of the newborn, its jaguar side (achu), which 
must be separated and rendered invisible, so that a newborn can grow into a proper 
human person132.  
Throughout Amazonia, childbirth is a moment of attributing humanity or 
animality to a newborn (cf. Vilaça 2002: 349). At birth, Kuna children might be the 
‘side of the crocodile’ (tain sikkit), the ‘side of the snake’ (naipe sikkit) the ‘side of 
the jaguar’ (achu sikkit), and also the ‘side of the siren’ (ansu sikkit), for their natal 
behaviour or their momentary corporeal features, recognized by the midwives133. 
For instance, Marta Luz, born in the posterior position with her face down, was a 
‘side of the crocodile’ newborn. When the umbilical cord is wrapped around the 
neck, the infant is the ‘side of the snake’. This is not a proper attribution of 
animality, but rather the indication of what might make a child drift away from its 
kinspersons, in terms of forthcoming sickness. The animal side is a pathogenic 
animal being which might threaten the child in infancy, causing disengagement 
(temporary or permanent) from its kinspersons through maladies and death (see 
chapter six). Death can be seen as the radical form of separation between 
                                                
132 Empson (2006) provides inspiring relational analyses of Mongolian kinship based on separating 
and containing parts of the person and objects within Mongolian household chests. Significant for the 
present analysis, Mongolians keep umbilical pieces within the chest, and Empson’s analysis is 
insightful for understanding Kuna practices of foetal separation and containment within the house.  
133 For the Kuna, sirens are half-human, half-fish creatures that live in the sea. One interpretation 
might be that they are associated to manatee, which used to live in the waters near the San Blas coast.  
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kinspersons, and the extreme negation of kinship. When the newborn is seen to be 
on the side of a particular animal, its kinspersons are able to intervene 
therapeutically to prevent the separation of the child from its kin, to cure it, and to 
promote the growth of durable kin ties. In this sense, the visibility of an animal side 
on a child is fundamental for its ongoing processes of growth. A Kuna midwife, by 
seeing animal associations, allows a child to grow and kinship relations to be created 
and to continue over time.  
Forthcoming sicknesses are also visible on the placental membranes, which 
according to the Kuna are narmakkalet, ‘designed’134. Reasonably, placental designs 
are the traces of blood vessels on the placental surface, and part of the birth ritual 
enacted by the midwives consists of separating these membranous surfaces (kurkin) 
to carefully examine the designs. I did not assist in this sequence of actions, but I 
was told that placental designs appear as clear patterns shown on the placental 
membranes (kurkin), some of them black and in contrast to the whitish membrane. 
Gow (2001: 112) reports the case of placental designs among the Piro where the 
placenta is a design-covered bodily organ called ‘the first design’. Worth noting, 
Kuna midwives describe the placental membranes as layered, like the layers of 
mola, therefore suggesting the placenta as the first designed (prenatal) clothes of a 
Kuna child. Designed placental clothes make aspects of the child wrapped in them 
visible. People say that the female spirit of muu made the designed placental 
membranes for the child. Therefore, the origin of placental designs connects again to 
the extra-human world, rendering visible the relations of the child to the animal and 
spiritual world.  
Placental designs are limited, and can be grouped into three types: animal 
designs, natural phenomena, and human-made designs. According to Okopsukkun 
midwives, the placental membrane might be spotted like the jaguar’s fur, or it might 
present lines, likened to a snake; a zigzag line is likened to a thunderbolt, and 
repeated lines to a rainbow. Finally, a placental membrane with geometrical patterns 
is called (suitamakkalet), and likened to human-made geometric designs sewn on 
mola and baskets.  
                                                
134 Fortis (in press) provides an insightful account on Kuna amniotic designs based on the category of 
visible and invisible for the actualization of kinship ties. My account of placental designs draws on 
his analysis. 
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Plate 11 – Above: examples of designs on the amniotic sac. Below: foetus and 
placenta (both drawn by a midwife) 
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This is the only designed pattern glossed as innocuous for a newborn, and 
envisages a person as a good weaver of baskets and mola. A midwife tells the 
women gathered that a child ‘has abilities’ (kurkin nikka)135. According to Kuna 
midwives, the first two types of placental designs represent a serious threat for the 
child. A jaguar-designed placenta indicates that a newborn will get sick frequently 
with an illness called jaguar, achu, affecting infants as an illness in ‘constant 
transformation’ (cati piñet), including symptoms like stomach-ache, diarrhoea, 
vomiting and, headache. A snake-designed placenta indicates that a person will be 
prone to encounter snakes, and suffer skin diseases. A thunderbolt-design indicates 
that a person is in danger during storms, and a rainbow-design (sue narmakkalet) 
indicates that bleeding is a risk for the child. The placental membrane shows 
prenatal relations, already present and established which might again be re-
actualized or suspended after birth, depending on the way people behave. Midwives, 
after seeing and deciding the nature of placental designs, tell the group of assembled 
women which pathogenic animal or natural phenomenon might be a serious obstacle 
for the baby’s growth, therefore rendering them aware of relations which are prior to 
the establishment of human kinship and might threaten its postnatal creation. The 
visibility of these relations is fundamental for growing kinship out of animal 
associations. 
Connected to this, the actual placenta remains paradigmatically associated 
with animals. Different from the newborn, which shows temporary natal cues of 
animal associations, its placental-half, separated from placental designs, remains an 
odd being, which is buried, and remains associated with animals and spirits. 
People say that a parturient should abstain from looking at the placenta, lest 
her facial skin becomes spotted and this refers implicitly to the spotted fur of 
jaguars, an analogy substantiated further by the name adopted for the placenta, 
‘jaguar’ (achu). It could be suggested that for the Kuna the placenta is named 
‘jaguar’ according to its designed appearance, which makes it similar to the jaguar’s 
fur (cf. Gow 2001). Furthermore, people say, placentas and jaguars share the feature 
of being both potentially antagonistic and predatory beings towards living 
                                                
135 See Fortis (2008) for a discussion on the term kurkin. See also Nordenskiöld (1938), Chapin 
(1983), and Severi (1993). 
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persons136. According to people, the placenta is a potential hostile enemy for the 
child, the parturient, and the midwives depending on how it is treated; a placenta 
thrown away or buried too quickly, causes death. In contrast, acting in the proper 
way toward the placenta allows birth to proceed smoothly. The placenta is kept with 
the child for four days, and is ceremonially buried at home, joining again the 
invisible domain of muu, as described in the following section. 
Some points can be drawn from the material examined so far. The birth ritual 
is the first therapeutic intervention which promotes the smooth incorporation of a 
newborn into the house, avoiding the revenge of the placental-half of the foetal 
body. Midwives perform the separation of the foetal body, and engage with the 
baby’s placenta. It is tempting to analyse these features – the analogous treatment 
that baby and placenta receive, the animal-side of a Kuna newborn, and the notion 
that a placenta is a potentially antagonistic agent (a jaguar) – as suggesting an 
innately dual nature of the Kuna person, half-human and half-animal. This is 
paradigmatically expressed by the placenta as the jaguar-half of the newborn, which 
must be cut away (separated) at birth, so that a child becomes related to humans. 
This separation is essential for the growing of the child, and for the growing of 
kinship relations. When part of the foetal body is buried (contained and rendered 
invisible) a child is safe and can be raised into a kinsperson. This distinction 
between visible and invisible parts of the person is essential in understanding Kuna 
notions of personhood, and the emergence of kinship. For the Kuna, the soul, 
sickness, and the dead, are counterparts of bodies, kinship, and the living. From the 
invisibility of the former depends on the visibility and creation of the latter.  
As Viveiros de Castro notes in his GUT feelings about Amazonia (2001: 32-
33), in Amerindian thought, the placenta is saliently conceived as “a double of the 
newborn, a kind of dead twin, or the non human Other of the child” (ibid: 33). The 
separation of newborn and placenta presents analogies with themes regarding twins, 
                                                
136 When Kuna men describe jaguars, they emphasize their technique when hunting peccaries, based 
on attacking them from behind (see chapter six). The placenta, in following the child after birth, is 
potentially predatory, if not properly treated properly during the birth ritual. Living jaguars are not a 
main concern for the insular lives of Kuna people, and men encounter them rarely in the forest, more 
often they only find their tracks on the ground. However, a jaguar is also a potent pathogenic being 
spiritual in nature, inducing madness, as Severi has brilliantly described (1993). In shamanic chants, 
this being is called achu simutupalet, ‘jaguar with the umbilical cord’. Furthermore, in Kuna 
mythology, the jaguar figures as the original owner of the fire, later stolen and given to living beings. 
In their accounts, people describe jaguars as solitary animals without any recognition of kinship. 
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recurrent in Amerindian mythologies as Lévi-Strauss has discussed (1995 [1991]). 
Twins are always somehow different in Amazonian thought – for instance they may 
have different fathers, or turn into different beings after birth, and mythic narratives 
abound recounting their progressive differentiation. As Viveiros de Castro 
highlights in Amerindian material, the distinction between newborn and placenta 
recalls, at the intra-personal level, the theme of twins and their progressive 
differentiation. Their postnatal spatio-temporal movements are often opposed, a 
placenta “going down (buried) and rotting, so that the latter can rise and thrive” 
(ibid: 33). This begins the process of humanization of the child through the 
fabrication of its body, which for most Amerindians goes hand-in-hand with the 
creation of kinship. Among the Kuna, burying the placenta is the conclusion of the 
process of birth, after the four days seclusion at home of husband, wife, child, and 
placenta. This is explored in the following section.  
 
5. Postnatal Seclusion and the Burial of the Placenta 
In the childbirth house, the placenta and its membranes are wrapped in a large leaf 
and put in a closed container with hibiscus flowers and sweet basil137. The container 
is carried home with the newborn. For four days, the fragrant smell of burned cocoa 
seeds fills the house and envelops its occupants with curing fragrances. During this 
time, husband and wife take precautions, remaining in the hammock with the child 
and the placenta, placed behind the hammock, and they should come into contact 
only with their co-residents. In the house, people abstain from sexual relationships – 
harmful for the baby – and form the closer circle of persons around the newborn. 
The midwives, who smoke pipes and collect the ashes of tobacco in a small 
container, are also with them. Near the container is a brazier for burning cocoa seeds 
and close to these is the larger, closed placenta container. Included in the restrictions 
observed at this time, the husband suspends strenuous activities in the forest and 
                                                
137 According to Reichel-Dolmatoff (1960: 111-112), among the Colombian Emberá and Noanamá 
(known as Waunan), the placenta is buried on the house patio or in the forest immediately after 
childbirth. The umbilical cord is dried, ground, and ingested by the parturient with hot water to ease 
following deliveries.  
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remains at home, lying down in the hammock with his wife and child138. His range 
of actions becomes substantially reduced. At home, he cannot cut or work naiwar to 
make baskets, as the child will suffer cramps and muscular rigidity. He cannot eat 
fish, and he abstains from sexual intercourse. The wife takes alimentary precautions 
to avoid the production of excessive postnatal bleeding. The wife should eat only 
small, soft plantains (sinomas) instead of bigger ones which induce abdominal pains. 
She should eat small white fishes (kelu, nalorko, kwipir, ua sikkwi), which people 
describe as ‘without blood’ (ape satte). Coconut milk is avoided as well as this 
causes genital swelling.  
Days after my arrival in Okopsukkun, I learned through direct experience the 
importance of postnatal practices and abstentions. Nixia was aware that non-Kuna 
persons do not observe postnatal prescriptions, and was keen to show me how Kuna 
people greet their newborns. Nixia and I visited her father’s sister’s daughter (FZD) 
who had given birth the day before. The newborn was lying in the hammock with 
her mother and father. In the building, there was the newborn’s grandmother, sitting 
in a spare hammock and at some distance, the grandfather, reading a notebook. 
Nixia announced our visit. ‘My friend’ she said ‘wants to see the baby’. As I had 
experienced in the days before, visiting is welcomed with the offer of a homemade 
drink and the host is promptly invited to sit on a chair or in a hammock. However, 
none of these ritualistic offerings actually occurred, and Nixia and I stood up for the 
entire duration of our visit in the middle of the house, in front of the hammock. 
After saying that everything was well with the child, I was shown the container with 
the placenta on the ground in preparation for burial in the ground of the sleeping 
building in a few days, close to one of the two main poles. The midwife – I was told 
– picks up the baby in the childbirth house, and when the mother and baby move 
home, the midwife stays with them until the burial of placenta. She smokes the pipe 
because the ashes are offered to the spiritual grandmother (muu). 
The day after our visit a rumour spread through the village: Nixia and I had 
intruded into the delivery house while childbirth was in progress. My first thought 
was that this was a misunderstanding. But if we consider that Kuna birth is a process 
                                                
138 Among the Honduran Garifuna (Black Carib), a man remains in seclusion for four days at home 
and abstains from strenuous activities until the child’s umbilical cord dries and drops off (Cohen 
1984: 18; Gonzalez 1963: 27). In case a child is weak, its father abstains from strenuous activities for 
a period up to three years (Chernela 1991: 52-67).  
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still in progress after the baby is born, then in some way we had intruded when birth 
was not yet complete. The placenta was still there, unburied and close to the child, 
the husband, and the wife. This episode made me suspect that birth for the Kuna is 
in progress and prolonged until the placenta is buried. Birth is not an event to 
celebrate, but rather a four-day long process starting with the child ‘falling down’ 
from the womb and ending with the burial of the placenta. During the four days, co-
residents consciously abstain from behaviours harmful for the child, forming the 
closer consanguineal circle promoting the process of birth and the health of a baby. 
In this circle, midwives are temporarily included, as those performing the separation 
of the child and the placenta.  
Later during my fieldwork, a good friend allowed me to see the ceremony of 
the placenta burial of her child, Christian, on the fourth day of postpartum seclusion. 
Rosalbina Edman, the midwife, arrived in the morning with flowers and sweet basil. 
She dug a hole close to a lateral pole of the building where husband, wife and the 
small Christian had been in seclusion. Cocoa seeds were burnt for the duration of the 
ceremony. After putting flowers, cocoa seeds and the placenta in the hole, Rosalbina 
smoked the pipe for the last time, throwing the ash in the hole. The mother, in the 
nearby hammock, rocked little Christian. Before filling the hole again with earth, 
Rosalbina sang a brief song to the afterbirth139. The song was addressed to the spirit 
of the placenta, muu puillipeti. 
 
Go down with golden flowers 
Go down with silver flowers 
Muu tells you to take care140 
You with the flowers, in the beer container 
 
I am telling you to take care 
Muu puillipeti opens for you a pathway on the river 
Muu puillipeti opens for you a pathway on the river  
 
You follow down underneath the hearth 
                                                
139 The song was tape recorded, and later translated by Nixia Perez.  
140 According to Rosalbina Edman, muu is the midwife. 
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A big key opens for you 
A big key opens for you 
With silver flowers this is going to be 
 
Muu puillipeti will take care of your house 
Go down the river, 
Your blood river 
In the blood go down 
Do not look behind  
Do not look behind 
Do not come back and follow on 
I suggest to you 
 
Go with golden sweet basil, with silver basil  
I suggest to you 
I am telling you again, I am suggesting you do not come back. 
Muu puillipeti will open the key. 
 
At the end of the ceremony, Rosalbina explained that placenta and newborn 
were now fully separated. She added that a person meets its placenta again after 
death. Christian’s father was definitely keen for the burial of his son’s placenta and 
commented with disgust that its rotten smell gave him sleepless nights during the 
postnatal seclusion. This suggests that the placenta is rotten and treated as a corpse, 
to achieve the separation and the journey of its soul back to muu.  
It is worth noting that miscarried foetuses and prematurely dead children are 
also buried in the sleeping building of a Kuna house up to the age of three or four. 
Kuna women say that aborted foetuses and dead infants are still anchored to their 
mothers, and for this reason they are buried at home. Mortuary ceremonies for 
grown up children and adults begin at home with the mourning of the corpse, but the 
burial is in the forest, under a stylized house built up for the dead along the river 
bank. This is meant to separate the soul of the dead from the house of its living kin 
permanently. Therefore, while dead children are kept at home through domestic 
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burial, grown up persons are physically separated from the house and buried in the 
forest.  
Considering the analogous treatment received by the newborn and the 
placenta in the childbirth house, and the analogous mortuary treatment received by 
prematurely dead children and the placenta, I would suggest that the placenta has the 
analogous status of a dead child, implicitly conceptualized as a twin of the newborn. 
As mentioned above, twins are never identical in Amerindian thought, as Lévi-
Strauss argued in Story of Lynx (1995 [1991]). They are conceived as opposite 
beings or they are differentiated. With the cutting of the umbilical cord the placenta 
is made actually and conceptually a twin, opposed in nature and destiny to the 
newborn.  
The notions of opposition and reversal are insightful for comprehending 
what a placenta is to a Kuna child. Howell (1984: 146-149) underlines the 
importance of the notion of “reversal” in her brilliant description of yinlugen as an 
aspect of the person regarding the Malaysian Chewong141. Yinlugen is known, at 
birth, as the ghost of the placenta (yinlugen tomoni) and at death, as the spirit of its 
corpse. Howell describes the world of yinlugen as the reverse of the world of the 
living. Further, the smell of the corpse and the smell of the afterbirth are both 
associated with the yinlugen. The Kuna stress an association between odours and 
death. For example odours are pathogenic for small babies, causing headaches and 
death, and bad smells characterize the world of ghosts who feed themselves on the 
succulent smell of rubbish. With the cutting of the umbilical cord, a baby is 
incorporated in the world of humans, and a placenta, rotting and buried in the night 
building, falls down to the underworld in reverse motion, joining the world of the 
dead. 
Kuna ritualistic practices suggest quite explicitly that a placenta is a reversed 
being to the child, or the reversed self of the child. Child and placenta become 
mutually exclusive beings, the growth of the former depending on the burial of the 
latter. As mentioned above, a placenta discarded, or buried too soon, will kill the 
child or its mother in revenge. With the cutting of the umbilical cord, the placenta 
becomes a child the other way round, travelling underworld to reach the spirit muu 
                                                
141 I am grateful to Stolze Lima for suggesting me this reference.  
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again, whose nature is dreadful and quite opposite to the nature of human 
grandmothers with whom the newborn now lives. Its world is nocturnal and its 
companions are spiritual beings or dead persons, encountering their placentas after 
death. The placenta is a peculiar type of twin facing its human twin at the opposite 
extremes of a life cycle, the beginning and the end of life. A proper separation from 
the placenta avoids risks of premature death, promotes the growth of the person and 
the growth of kinship relations within the house.  
In sum, the process of birth begins in the childbirth house, with the ‘falling 
down’ (aiteket) of the child, and is completed with the burial of the placenta, seen as 
another form of falling down, from the house to the underworld. Postpartum 
seclusion is a continuation of pregnancy, from the womb into the birth house, and 
later into the child’s home, where husband, wife, newborn, and placenta remain 
together for four days.  
 
6. The Umbilical Cord 
When childbirth concludes and the placenta is buried, the navel (simu) of the 
newborn is the trace of the child prenatal connection with its placenta. The navel of 
the newborn has the piece of umbilical cord still attached, which drops off a few 
days after birth.  Further ritual practices take place focusing on the piece of 
umbilical cord. Similarly to the placenta, separated from the child and buried at 
home, the umbilical piece is buried behind a fruit tree, on the house patio. 
Analytically, this can be compared to the burial of the placenta, as a form of 
containment of foetal parts to allow the newborn to grow, and kinship to be created.  
At birth, with the cutting of the umbilical cord, the navel of the newborn is 
smeared with makep (Bixa Orellana), to encourage the remaining bit of the 
umbilicus drop off quickly. At home, the navel is repeatedly smeared with forest 
medicines, and the piece of umbilical cord is called sa (feces). When the piece drops 
off, the child’s grandmother ties it to the strings of the hammock where the couple 
and their child sleep. When the umbilical piece dries, the grandmother buries it 
behind a young palm or plantain tree, on the patio. According to old women, the 
growth of the tree parallels the growth of the newborn infant into a fertile person. 
When the umbilical piece is lost, a newborn is said to be ‘without a plate’ (samur 
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satte). Keeping the umbilical piece separated from the newborn, but buried and 
contained on the house patio, allows growth through postnatal nurture. The child 
eats and grows (with nurture rendering it fatter and fertile), and this process accords 
with the burial and containment of its umbilical piece under a fruit tree, which 
becomes fertile and produces fruits. 
From now on, the newborn is defined as food consumer at home, and within 
a set of relationships focused on nourishment. It is worth noting that in connection to 
the couvade practices, the husband resumes his productive activities concomitantly 
with the dropping off of his child’s umbilical piece. By producing food, a man 
significantly re-enters in relation to his in-laws as generator of food abundance for 
the house. In this, a man parallels his child, in the process of becoming related at 
home to a set of close kinspersons. In sum, a child is attached to the house through 
the burials and containments of its foetal parts, which allow it to grow up. The burial 
of the placenta may be contrasted to the risks of maladies and death, seen as drastic 
forms of separation from the house where the child is tenuously attached in infancy. 
The burial of the umbilical piece allows the child to be grounded at home within 
nourishing relations, which make the child grow up.  
To conclude this section, it is worthwhile noting that in Lowland South 
American ethnographies, filiation takes often the form of an asymmetrical relation 
wherein children are seen as the passive recipients of nurture within quotidian 
gestures of food giving. According to Gow (1991), for the Amazonian Piro a child is 
the product of co-parental activities organized around the production and 
consumption of food. For the Piro filiation is characterized by the activities and 
restrictions that parents-to-be observe during prenatal and postnatal time to promote 
the growth of children. Thus, what Euro-Americans would define as innate blood 
relations, are for the Piro the outcome of a practical code of activities, which are 
suspended and resumed to nurture a child. The Piro use blood not to indicate kinship 
ties; rather blood is filled up in infants through the sexual activity of their parents, 
and through food. For the Piro, blood means life, in contrast to sickness and death 
when blood decreases or is lost (ibid: 263-264).   
Various Amazonian ethnographies echo the Piro. In her analysis of couvade, 
Rival (1998: 625-626) claims that for the Ecuadorian Huaorani a child is a passive 
consumer. She describes birth for the Huaorani as a transient moment in a wider 
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process of corporeal formation from prenatal to postnatal stages of life, occurring in 
the movement of a child between uterine and matriuxorilocal dwellings. Rival 
suggests that the unilateral giving of food on request echoes the unilateral flow of 
nurture between hosts/guest, respectively characterized as ties of unilateral 
dependency. Among the Kuna, planting the umbilical piece introduces a child to the 
constancy of the flow of postnatal nurture, in particular to its mother’s breast milk 
and later to mashed and solid food. Initially, a neonate is nursed through long-
established breastfeeding kinswomen, since the first breast milk (colostrum) is seen 
as watery and provokes diarrhoea in the infant (see chapter six). Later on, the flow 
of food involves mother/child and larger kin relations, with the pivotal role of old 
women as food givers to their younger kinspersons. In the following chapter, the 
focus will be on infancy, and the process of raising children within nourishing 
relations.  
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Chapter Six 
Persons in the Making 
 
 
 
 “Living in such a way” took a lifetime to learn 
(Fienup-Riordan, Boundaries and Passages 1994) 
 
 
 
‘…They are more akin to symphony conductors than to the introspective writers of 
autobiographies in Western traditions’ 
(Oakdale, I Foresee my Life 2005) 
 
 
 
In the previous chapter, I showed that birth is processual, and the burial of parts of 
the foetal body allows for the growth of a child. This chapter focuses on the process 
of raising Kuna children. Bringing up and caring for children constitutes one of the 
basic idioms of kinship in Okopsukkun142. When people talk about their close 
kinspersons, they make constant references to childhood, stressing those who 
nourished and raised them. In Chapter four, I described how breast milk and 
nourishment are the idioms to conceptualize close kinship and to explain the 
extension of the incest prohibition. This chapter focuses on how nourishing and 
caring relations are established over childhood. In Okopsukkun, a child is said to 
develop memory for parents and kinspersons over time, along with the development 
of verbal language and the use of kin terms. Before verbal language, a baby 
communicates through crying and other acoustic signals. These acoustic 
communications form a critical aspect of how parents and grandparents expect their 
babies to engage with their kin, showing babies’ potential to become kinspersons. 
                                                
142 See Gow (1991), McCallum (2001), Matos Viegas (2003, 2007), and Belaunde (1992, 2001) for 
accounts on raising children in Amazonia. Such works have inspired the present analysis.  
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Over time, acoustic communications are transformed into proper verbal requests for 
food that the child makes to its kin, and into the volitional use of kin terms to 
address them. 
This chapter deals with two major theoretical issues. Firstly, the material 
presented shows that the relation adults-infants is not understood in unidirectional 
terms, but in terms of mutual engagement and expectations, even in the earliest 
stages of infancy. There are joint communicative sequences based on gestures and 
acoustic signals between parents and babies, and Kuna adults emphasize the 
importance of their babies engaging spontaneously and responsively with them. 
Toren (1996, 1999, 2004) has variously criticized the concept of socialization in her 
ontogenetic approach to the study of what it means to be human for Fijians143. This 
chapter takes analytical inspiration from her approach, to show how Kuna parents 
and children are mutually engaged, and how their relation changes over time. 
Secondly, this chapter focuses on kinship categories in terms of procedures 
or processes, addressing the question of what path kinship takes in the constitution 
of Kuna persons. Rivière (1984) and Overing (1975) have discussed the radically 
ego-centred nature of kinship in Amazonia. Amazonian kinship is constituted in the 
relations that ego establishes with others, more so than being focused on the 
constitution of supra-individual groups or classes (c.f. Gow 2000: 48). In this 
chapter, I show how kinship relations and the memory of kinship are processually 
brought into being in the lives of Kuna children. With this aim, I discuss different 
cases illustrating how newborn children and infants are talked about, nurtured and 
cared for, by their adult kinspeople. Furthermore, I discuss how Kuna people bring 
about the concepts of compassion and memory in their discourses about kinship. 
 
                                                
143 The ontogenetic approach of Toren differs from the anthropology and sociology of childhood, in 
that it is constituted around a radical ethnographic enquiry based on other people’s categories and not 
on the assumption that other people differ because of their culture. Toren argues that this is a pre-
assumption coming from western categories of thinking, which consider “nature” to be universal in 
that children, close to the realm of nature, are socialized and turned into different beings depending 
on their cultural milieu. See Toren (1999, 2004) for an extended explanation. See also Gow (2000, 
2001) and Matos Viegas (2003, 2007) for ethnographic accounts focused on children to understand 
kinship in the making. 
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1. Postnatal Care 
To his older kinspersons it seemed suspicious that little Christian, in his first month 
of life, was a sleepy and weak baby. When his paternal grandmother (FM) was 
gathered together with her kinswomen, she would talk about her concerns for her 
grandson, who lacked appetite and was still unable to hold his head upright. The 
women agreed that weakness in infancy usually relates to anteaters, whose souls 
stick onto a baby through the father and cause damage. The grandmother recounted 
an accident which occurred soon after Christian was born. One day, the family dog 
accompanying Christian’s father to the gardens spotted an anteater and ran after it, 
disappearing in the forest. The dog was found again few days later and soon it was 
noticed that the dog was pregnant. The women made the hypothesis that the dog 
copulated with the anteater, and that this damaged the health of baby Christian.  
In Okopsukkun, the husband resumes his productive activities when the 
remaining umbilical piece drops off the baby’s navel. Nonetheless, a baby is in great 
danger during its first months and years of life. The burial of the placenta and the 
umbilical piece grounds the baby at home, but its attachment to the house remains 
tenuous. Baby’s growth depends greatly on the care, strength and vitality of its 
parents. There is a corporeal and spiritual link between the child, the mother, and the 
father, which might be a source of serious danger for the child. A baby must be 
processually separated and singularized from them in the postpartum period. 
Furthermore, the idea that sickness in a baby is caused by other members of the 
house is not alien to Okopsukkun people, as in the case of little Christian affected by 
the dog of the house.  
By examining this example, it is possible to elucidate one point. Those living 
together constitute the closest circle of persons around the husband, the wife, and the 
baby. Okopsukkun people attribute a consubstantial nature to the circle of co-
residents, and in this circle are included domestic animals, raised, looked after, and 
becoming co-residents through eating the same food.  
There is a vast literature from Lowland South America on the processual 
nature of kinship, based upon postnatal abstentions and practices of feeding, caring, 
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sharing substances, which create similar bodies among co-residents144. The term 
consubstantiality – that is the corporeal absorption of substances, food or attributes 
that constitute the consanguineal character of local groups and the sameness of 
kinspersons – appears frequently in the ethnographies of the region to describe the 
nature of the person as inherently open (Seeger et al. 1979: 2-19; Belaunde 1992: 
99; Conklin 2001: 145; Vilaça 2002: 347-365). However, this also leads to 
undesirable forms of consubstantiality with immediate or deferred undesirable 
effects. This was probably the case for little Christian, affected by an anteater 
through the dog, as the older women suspected.  
During infancy, a Kuna baby is prone to weakness and the loss of fluids (e.g. 
bleeding and diarrhoea), and growth is intended as the processual hardening of the 
infant’s body. In Amazonia, shamanic treatments close up and mould the body of 
infants. For example, in Central Brazil, the Araweté terminate most of their 
postnatal restrictions when a child undergoes shamanic treatment to “seal off” its 
open body (Viveiros de Castro 1992: 183).  
Kuna people conceptualize humanity as a state of health, wellbeing, and 
strength. A Kuna newborn has the potential of becoming properly human, when its 
body has a human shape at birth. The process takes time, and concurs with the 
establishment of nourishing and caring relations. This human shape is improved 
through a series of practices meant to mould and harden the child’s body, which is 
soft, yielding, fragile, and ‘easily bent like a leaf’ in the first days of its life. 
Immediately after birth, the soft and straight head (nono suiti) of the newborn is 
moulded to round it. Nails and hair are not cut, lest the child suffer headaches. A flat 
nose is moulded and painted with the resin of trees to become pronounced. A few 
days later, when the umbilical piece falls off, the navel is smeared with plants to 
‘enter down’ (simu otoket).  
A newborn is tender (tuttukua), lacks coordination (ioysar tae), and is 
incapable of sustaining itself. Stronger babies are immediately recognizable from the 
way they hold the head in the first weeks of life. A baby that holds the head firmly 
                                                
144 The notion of substance is not self-evident in Amazonia as elsewhere, a point that Strathern (2001: 
233-235) and Carsten (2004: 109-135) have comparatively discussed. In Amazonia, ethnographers in 
the late seventies and eighty used substance in reference to blood and other corporeal fluids marking 
sameness and closeness among kin. It is constantly possible for blood, as for other fluids to 
transform. The soul might be similarly conceptualized as what ties people together (c.f. Stolze Lima 
2005). See Belaunde (2005) for a general discussion on blood among Amazonians. 
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and looks around with open and alert eyes is said to be strong. By turning its head 
around, a baby demonstrates the strength and alertness (makattakketi) it has 
achieved. In the darkness of the nights without electricity, the members of the house 
adore testing the alertness of their babies by moving a lamp, and watching the baby 
turn its head to follow the light. Bones are fragile, and great attention is paid to 
strengthening them. Old women pull and click the baby’s fingers and toes to 
lengthen them, and the baby is soon encouraged to stand up on its own feet, to 
harden the legs. Frequent hiccups (pina kole) are cues that ‘a child is growing up’ 
(koe tunkusí).  
The hardening of the skull is a matter of great concern. The baby’s head is 
open and soft (tuttukua), and its delicacy is compared to a blossoming flower. 
External elements might be absorbed easily into the body through the open, soft 
head, leading a child to suffer headaches and lose fluids. In particular, children are 
sensitive to pungent odours. An infant might suffer headaches because of the smell 
of fish, sea turtles, and peccaries in the kitchen building. One woman told me that 
her small daughter cried loudly because she was seriously affected by the smell of 
raw fish. Another old woman told me that she bathed with fragrant herbs to wash 
out the smells of raw food so as not to damage the health of her small 
granddaughter. Bodily odours (sweat and breath) also affect a child and cause 
headaches and skin diseases. Fathers are cautious to bath when they are back from 
the forest before carrying their little ones and enjoying their company.  
According to botanical experts, the hardening of the skull coicides with the 
production of blood (ape), which is limited in the body of small children and 
constantly at risk of being depleted. The tender fontanel of a baby is seen as the 
locus of blood production, and where blood might absorb undesirable exterior 
elements which enter in the form of smells, sounds, or visions. These elements go 
firstly into the fontanel, where they are mixed with blood in a process similar to 
combustion, and they descend through a long tube (tupa) down to the heart and the 
stomach145. Making blood heats the body of children making them sweat. A child 
who sweats a lot is said to have strong blood.  
                                                
145 Botanical experts say that blood is made through an activity of sopet. In ordinary parlance, the 
verb sopet applies to several activities of moulding and shaping or carving, which emphasize the act 
of transformation. For example, sopet is used for the making of clay pottery, baskets, and hammocks, 
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During youth, blood moves speedily around the body, but it can also leave it 
rapidly, as in case of bleeding or fluid loss. People have a great concern for 
nosebleeds which are cured through shamanic songs and forest medicines to prevent 
the child becoming flaquito, ‘very slim’, and dying. Contact with external sources of 
heat (e.g. the kitchen fire), red-coloured animals, natural phenomena (like 
rainbows), or other pathogenic demons (connoted as red-coloured manifestations of 
demons), cause children and young persons to bleed.  
The significance of these postpartum practices is twofold. Firstly, moulding 
and hardening infants, suggests the importance of bodies needing to be moulded and 
strengthened after birth. Secondly, children are tenuously attached to the living 
world, and are prone to leave it easily, through forms of sickness and depleting 
fluids. Therefore, moulding and hardening baby’s body, adhering to postpartum 
prohibitions and, nourishing baby properly, are practices meant to bring a child into 
growth, which goes along with the development of kinship. An account of parental 
postpartum abstentions helps to elucidate this point.  
Among the Kuna, the husband resumes productive activities when the 
umbilical piece drops off the navel. To some extent, the corporeal and spiritual link 
between father and child still persist. Fishing is less dangerous than gardening in the 
forest, where hazardous encounters with animals might occur. After birth, men 
continue to abstain from killing snakes and some mammals (sloths and any kind of 
anteater) as during pregnancy. Killed animals easily take revenge by attacking a 
fragile child. Furthermore, according to older Kuna men, weakness (nollo ittoket) in 
the husband rebounds onto the child, causing similar weakness or sickness. There is 
the notion that a strong and courageous man overcomes the dangers of encountering 
animals and spirits in the forest, without endangering the health of his child. In 
contrast, a weak man experiences frights, which might lead him to lose his soul and 
rebound on the child in form of sickness and fever. This notion is similar to what is 
known in the Peruvian Amazon as cutipa, the Quechua term for ‘to stick onto’, 
which affects a man in proximity to frightening demons and spirits (see Belaunde 
1992: 99; Gow 1991: 154, 180). According to Okopsukkun men, the soul of some 
                                                                                                                                    
for carving canoes, domestic utensils, furniture, and wooden statues, and also for building houses, 
and fermenting beer. It also applies to people, shaped in the womb (muu nekkine koe sopet) and 
underpinning this, to the production of blood. Indeed, when applied to people, the emphasis of sobed 
is on giving shape and hardening the body.  
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animals stick onto the man’s sexual fluids, and sexual intercourse remains a way of 
transmitting sicknesses, via semen and later breast milk, to the child.  
The term parkaet (‘to avoid sex’) refers to the practice of sexual abstention 
during particular moments of life such as prenatal and postnatal periods, but also 
during the preparation and celebration of drinking festivals, during particular 
activities of the agricultural cycle (such as the slashing and burning of trees), during 
seclusion, and the consumption of forest medicines. During birth or festivals, and in 
case of sickness, sexual abstentions are extended to the members of the household, 
therefore marking co-residents as a consubstantial group adhering to abstentions for 
the health of co-residents and fragile kinspersons. When a Kuna child is born, 
husband and wife should rigorously adhere to certain prohibitions, as those mostly 
connected to the baby, seen somehow as a continuation (or an appendix) of their 
bodies and souls. Postpartum practices and ideas are linked to the way Okopsukkun 
people conceive the making of kinship. A child, made out of the substances of the 
husband and wife, is intimately connected to them in dangerous ways. This can be 
elucidated further in relation to postpartum feeding.  
Immediately after childbirth, the wife abstains from breastfeeding the 
neonate. In the medical centre of the neighbouring village, while Panamanian nurses 
tried to persuade Nebagiryai to press her newborn son onto the breast, her mother-
in-law came running home and asked Nixia to go and nurse the child. I was told that 
this practice comes ‘from a long time ago’ (kusku tanikki), and old women know 
that the first breast liquid (colostrum) is not thick enough to nourish the baby. 
Nursing on watery milk causes diarrhoea and depletes fluids instead of fattening, 
and the baby inexorably dies. Watery milk is said to be produced during gestation. 
In the first days of life, a Kuna baby nurses from women related to its father or 
mother, who are already breastfeeding a child with fatty and nourishing breast milk. 
For example, small Marta Luz was initially breastfed by her maternal grandmother 
(MM), whose last-born daughter was only three years old. When asked whether any 
important link is established with the baby through these first acts of nursing, 
women answered in the negative. The logic of this postpartum prohibition lies in the 
corporeal connection that links the mother and the child, which is seriously 
dangerous. The body of the infant and the body of the woman must be momentarily 
disconnected after birth, to begin a new postnatal relation of care and nurture, 
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promoting health and growth. This separation is allowed by women related to the 
parturient mother, but not identified with the child as the woman who contained it. 
To have thick, sweet breast milk, old women suggest that their young 
kinswomen put a piece of sugarcane behind the couple’s hammock, and prepare 
matun, the ripened plantain drink, which makes breast milk white and dense. In case 
of extreme difficulty in producing good milk, one old Okopsukkun woman knows 
how to stimulate milk production by suckling at the base of the mammary glands 
just below the armpit, and this is reported as curing practice she learned from native 
Emberá of the Darién rainforest.  
In the first days of life, the baby undergoes a similar process of evacuating 
prenatal fluids. When Christian defecated in the first days of life, I was told that the 
faeces were dark coloured because forest medicines, previously taken by his mother 
to ease the delivery and absorbed through the womb, were being evacuated. 
Postnatal nurture changes the colour of the faeces in relation to the absorption of 
nourishing and fattening breastmilk. This confirms the dangerous link that joins the 
child and its mother, conceived in substantial and corporeal terms. For people, this 
link must be temporarily cut off, and both mother and child undergo to the 
elimination of prenatal fluids (watery milk and substances absorbed in the womb). 
Therefore attention is paid to filling the body of the child with nourishing 
substances, crucial for its growth. 
In the first months of life, crying is immediately assuaged with the breast. 
While I can hardly remember babies howling and crying for long time in 
Okopsukkun, I have a vivid memory of women offering a soothing breast at the first 
sign of their babies crying. When the mother is momentarily absent from the house 
and the child cries, another kinswoman will pick up the baby and offer her breast to 
soothe it, even if she is older and not breastfeeding any other child. Connected to 
this, sleepy infants, and those that do not cry much are seen as reluctant to suckle. 
This causes serious concern and anxiety. For instance, baby Christian was referred 
to as reluctant to suckle. While his attitude seemed completely ordinary to me – he 
was a quiet baby, probably just taking longer naps between feeds – his circle of 
kinspersons showed concern for Christian being sleepy, weak, and for not crying to 
be fed. 
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     Plate 12 – Above: lullabies. Below: smoking cacao seeds to envelop the child’s   
head 
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Plate 13 – Above and below: cacao seeds and forest medicines 
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These ideas are connected to the way Kuna people conceive kinship as based 
on feeding and eating processes. Whenever a baby is sleepy, not crying, and weak, 
the concern is its potential association to animals, in particular the anteater, which 
renders the baby weak and presents an obstacle to the establishment of human 
kinship through nourishing acts. To become a kinsperson, a child must be fed and 
respond to nourishing relations by manifesting the wish to be fed. When a baby is 
about two or three months old it takes sips of unfermented corn drink. According to 
women, at about eight or nine months, the child lets its caretakers know that it wants 
to taste ripened plantain drink. A child is said to watch its parents while they eat and 
drink, and thus develops the wish for food. Therefore, food is introduced into baby’s 
diet and the baby makes requests for it, stressing the joint participation of a baby and 
its caretakers in establishing nourishing relations.  
In the first years of life, a child eats mashed food. It shares the plate with its 
mother, who pre-masticates, or uses her hands to mash a piece of plantain from her 
plate of tule masi. A father might also eat with his child. I have vivid memories of a 
father sitting at the kitchen table, cuddling his toddler while eating one or more 
spoons of soup, then giving a bit of mashed plantain to the child. Eating together 
marks baby’s physical dependence on its parents. For people, sharing food and a 
hammock are conceived of as deeply intimate actions defining physical closeness. 
Those adults sharing food and sleeping with an infant in its first years of life are 
considered its parents. In most cases, they coincide with the physiological parents, 
but in cases of death (in particular maternal), or other circumstances, somebody else 
might enact the parental role with the child and sleep and eat with it. 
In the first years of life, the specificity of the mother-child relation is based 
upon the overlapping of nurturance and cleansing. Only the mother, or occasionally 
a woman substituting her, performs the cleansing of the child. The husband never 
cleanses the child. The child is refreshed day and night, and bathing is seen as a way 
of cooling the body heated by the production of blood. Babies of a few months old 
are taught to pee in response to their mother’s vocal stimuli. Small babies wear 
washable nappies and the mother takes them off promptly when a baby defecates. 
She promptly eliminates the child’s faeces onto the ground using coconut coir. 
When the faeces are not promptly thrown into the sea and they harden, the growth of 
a child is said to arrest. The immediate disposal of faeces is therefore a practice 
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linked to growth. Breastfeeding and the proper disposal of excrement promote the 
growth of the child with both habits conceptually inherent to the creation of kinship. 
A two years old child autonomously consumes small amounts of mashed 
plantain soup, served by its grandmother on large leaves spread over the ground146. 
She serves a small plate of overcooked food (plantains, fish without bones, or game 
meat), pre-mashed and mixed. Children are generally nursed until the age of three, 
and they might firmly refuse the idea of renouncing the breast and continue to ask 
for it incessantly. As described above, I did not see mothers refusing to nurse their 
children and leave them howling. To wean a child completely Kuna women use 
other tactics, one being teasing a grown up child when it comes close to the breast to 
nurse. For instance, small Aibandili, a tenacious girl of two, was autonomous in 
standing up and pursuing her desire for milk. Though her mother never deprived her 
of breastmilk, she would tease Aibandili systematically for her shamelessness (pinke 
satte) to suckle in front of me. The little girl hid her face, avoiding any direct gaze 
with me, and continued to suckle. Nixia – who followed the Panamanian habit of 
weaning her children when they are one year old – commented that children might 
become distressed to stop nursing when they are two or three because se dan mas 
cuenta, ‘they are more aware’. One woman said that lemon juice on the nipples is 
unpleasant for a child and discourages insistent requests for milk. Smearing other 
medicinal forest plants is another way to dissuade the child’s desire to nurse.  
Once weaned a Kuna child maintains a physical and emotional attachment to 
the body of its mother, and their relationship is tinged with playful and richly 
affective gestures. At three or four years old, the world of Kuna children is 
dominated by corporeal interactions with the persons they live with. But they are 
also in the process of discovering the existence of other spaces and people, by 
playing with their older siblings, cousins, and neighbours, in the immediate 
proximity of their houses. Corporeal movements and tactile experiences are the 
channel for knowing the world, when children are said to still ignore it (ampa ney 
wichuli). For instance, a small child acknowledges the pregnancy of its mother in 
tactile ways, as the following example shows.  
                                                
146 Oakdale (2005: 146) gives a nice account of this age-stage for the Kayabi, reporting how an 
informant described small children “like mice: they go through all the things that are stored away in a 
household and “ferret” or discover things by rummaging around”. For the Kayabi, in this way a child 
develops its understanding about the word. 
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Nixia was in the middle of her pregnancy and her abdomen became 
more prominent. One day, we were sitting in the makapa, the open 
space between the kitchen and the dormitory building. It was afternoon 
and Nixia was sewing a mola when Kanek arrived after playing with 
his playmates next-door. Mira este niño (‘look at this child’) exclaimed 
Nixia, after noticing that the child was dirty. Kanek touched her 
sewing threads and the fabrics she was using to make her mola. Mer 
achae, mer achae! (‘Don’t touch, don’t touch!), she told him, while 
she took back the threads from the hands of her son. After playing 
lovingly in close physical proximity, Kanek sat on his mother’s legs 
and said sapan tummati, ‘big belly’. Nixia and Liz, her thirteen year 
old daughter, laughed. She told him pela pela mas an kucha (‘I ate lots 
of food’). 
A child, ignorant about the world, is in the process of gaining experience 
about it. This coincides with the enlargement of relations inside the house, with its 
siblings, and outside, as the following section describes.  
 
2. Raising Children 
A weaned child who walks well and is in control of its bodily functions establishes 
new relations of companionship with older siblings (in broader sense, including first 
cousins as described in chapter four). Commonly, one of the siblings cares in special 
ways for the child. For instance, an older sister begins to carry the child on her hip 
(tikkar nasikke) whenever she is sent to carry food and messages between houses, 
and she might like the child to sleep with her, once it moves from the parent’s 
hammock for another pregnancy. A Kuna child of three or four years old begins to 
discover the immediate space outside the house and progressively joins 
neighbouring children in the company of its own siblings. For a child, this is the 
initial stage in the process of becoming a “child among children”. I borrow this 
insightful expression from Jacqueline Rabain (1994), in her ethnography of Wolof 
children, Senegal. From about two years old, a weaned Wolof child progressively 
gains independence from adults to join the group of children. This describes well 
what Kuna children experience at about three years old with other children as daily 
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companions. Importantly, this expansion of kinship ties often coincides with the 
birth of a younger sibling. Therefore, the process of becoming a child among 
children occurs inside and outside the house, where the child experiences important 
discoveries about birth order and relative age of its companions.  
Commonly, with the birth of a younger sibling, a Kuna child develops closer 
bonds with its maternal or paternal grandparents, substituting the parents as 
principal caretakers. As people explain, the child might want to spend time with its 
grandparents, and this fits the phase of expansion of kin ties. A Kuna child once 
weaned recognises its bilateral grandmothers as the main food givers, and may 
develop a special fondness for them. Commonly, three years old children eat twice a 
day, one meal in their house, and another in the natal house of their fathers, where 
they are called to eat by the paternal grandmother, and picked up by an older female 
cousin. Some children, from the age of three, arrive alone at the house of the 
paternal grandparents in the morning, and are accompanied back home at night, by 
the grandmothers. 
According to people, a small child brings company to old grandparents, or to 
a widowed grandmother, especially when they have no more small children to bring 
up. In Okopsukkun there are many cases of old people permanently adopting a 
grandchild as their own. Generally, in these cases, the older parents (or a widow or 
re-married old mother) ask to take care of the child before it is born, and they cover 
all the costs of bringing it up. In my observation, it is the lastborn married son or 
daughter who is asked to give the child to its older parents and the request is made 
when his/her second child is due. The adopted child is usually called muu koe, ‘the 
lastborn of the grandmother’. These adoptions are common in Okopsukkun. For 
instance, in Nixia’s house, the old couple parented her second son (Nixia is the 
lastborn daughter), and in another house where I lived, the old widow woman was 
mothering her lastborn son’s second child.  
These adoptions highlight the importance of raising children as a way 
Okopsukkun people understand kinship, based on actions of care for children still 
dependent on adults. This caring idiom explains a certain fluidity of parental care in 
raising children that is common in the village. This can be evidenced in two ways. 
Firstly, closer kin might replace the parents through permanent adoptions or by 
hosting (akwet) the child temporarily; secondly, distant kin and friends might also 
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ask to temporarily host a child at home, when this fits with particular circumstances. 
Some examples help to clarify these points. Nixia moved to Panamá City when her 
firstborn daughter was about to begin the second cycle of school. She found waged 
work, and each one of her smaller children had a close kinsperson replacing her role 
as principal carer. Her second and third born sons remained in Okopsukkun, one to 
live with the maternal grandparents (he was a muu koe) and the other with the 
paternal grandparents. Nixia’s older sister, who lived in the capital with her family, 
took care of her lastborn child, a vivacious two years old boy.  
It is not difficult to find a substitute caretaker for a child, and this is because 
childcare is a fundamental and generalized aspect of Kuna sociability, without being 
regulated in formal terms147.  
Distant kin, or persons who have a linking relative in common, might ask to 
take a child home temporarily, to raise it and enjoy its company. In general, 
childless couples or couples whose children are grown make these requests to 
couples with several children. For instance, Wagala and her husband asked to host 
the small daughter of the husband’s friend for company, when their grandchildren 
moved to the capital with their parents. In another example, Rotalio and Clarita, who 
had four grown up daughters in their teens, asked one of Clarita’s distant relatives to 
look after her six years old boy, while the parents moved temporarily to the capital 
for waged labour. After returning to his parents a year later, the little boy still came 
to eat in the house of Clarita and Rotalio assiduously. Most children, during their 
childhood, have temporary foster caretakers and they might experience more than 
one house as their home. Often a deep fondness develops between foster parents and 
children and this might last longer than the actual time a child spends in the foster 
house.  
People in Okopsukkun enjoy the presence of children for themselves, but 
they also find it important to space the birth of children. There is a peculiar mode to 
describe the absence of birth spacing, a phenomenon that occurs often in 
contemporary times, according to older persons. A couple ‘has a stair’ (eskalera 
nikka) when pregnancies succeed rapidly one after the other. People are very critical 
                                                
147 A rather different case is for permanent adoptions by distant relatives, after the death or the 
divorce of the parents. In such cases, the adoption is formalized by the village council, with the foster 
parents formalizing the transmission of cultivable land to the adopted child. In case of grandparents 
or close kin taking the child to bring up, no formal regulation of land transmission is required.  
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of those parents who do not space the birth of children, a practice they criticize for 
depriving the lastborn child of the care needed to grow up148. 
If you ask people what they consider most important for bringing up a child, 
the response is food and money for clothes, jewels, and notebooks. These 
demonstrate the parental heartfelt affection for their children. Material needs are 
fundamental in forging the relation between parents and children, and in particular 
daughters. For instance, one woman lamented that her married daughter moved out 
of the house along with her husband and children, leaving her alone, ‘despite me 
bringing her up and buying her clothes and jewels since she was a little girl’. The 
close relation that a woman has with her kinspersons is explained with reference to 
the care she received during childhood. Sons are less demanding in terms of material 
needs and clothes, and they leave the house to get married. Nonetheless, nurturance 
is the other basic idiom to conceptualize the relation between parents and their 
children of both sexes. Children are raised through continuous gestures of nurture. 
Parents are said to always remember their sons, even when they are no longer 
children and live independently. This memory is reflected in the practice of married 
sons continuing to eat daily meals at home, and visiting their natal house more than 
once a day. Living in a compact village, where marriages are contracted within, 
leads to both partners living in the same village as their respective kinspersons, thus 
gestures of nurture received during childhood continue onward, almost up to the 
death of old parents.  
In the following section I return to the stage of infancy, to provide an 
interpretation of why Kuna adults manifest great concern for the absence of crying 
in some infants. This will introduce the discussion of language and the emergence of 
memory. 
                                                
148 Ese Eja practice abortion when pregnancies are too close one to the other. They say that a foetus 
might harm, or even kill, the child born before it (Daniela Peluso personal communication). When I 
asked a generic “do couples practice contraception?” I was told that there are effective forms of 
contraception from the forest. These are plant medicines referred to as ‘not to have babies’, mer koe 
pakkoe. I was also told that emetics, particularly those for blood coagulation, are used to abort.  
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Plate 14 – Above: a beloved daughter. Below: friends 
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3. Crying and Compassion 
The most important things that a child develops in the first years of its life are 
language, the use of kin terms, and memory. Before developing language, Kuna 
adults say that babies listen and understand, and they should engage with their 
caretakers by means of vocal communication and gestures. Prior to verbal language, 
crying (poe) is interpreted as the fundamental communicative mean of babies. 
Babies are dependent on their parents, and according to my informants, they cry for 
two reasons. Either they want to suckle (nupie), or they feel alone and want to be 
carried, as one man commented during a tape-recorded conversation, pointing at his 
crying infant:  
This baby wants to be carried all the time. He cries and he wants to be 
picked up and carried. When somebody carries him, he does not know 
who it is. Is it the mother, the father, the grandmother? He only wants 
food. He cries and wants to suckle. He wants the breast and so the 
mother nurses him. 
Crying is the way infants make their needs known to other people, without 
knowing who they are. Worth noting, Kuna women point to crying as what moves 
them to ‘affectionate compassion’ (wile takke) for a baby, from which the feeding 
response derives. For instance, one old woman said that she felt compassion for the 
loud crying of her newborn grandchild, probably born premature, because the baby 
was ‘very small’ (pippikua) but shaped with a human body (tule yop taileket). In the 
birth house, the baby cried (poe) so intensely that she found a woman to nurse it. 
The woman explained that the baby died a few days after birth, because it was too 
weak to survive. Another woman described to me how she was moved to 
affectionate compassion for the loud crying of her firstborn son, who could not 
suckle because his mouth was ‘monstrous’ (ichakkwa). Despite her kinswomen 
suggesting she let the baby cry, the woman tried to assuage him with a spoonful of 
powdered milk. The woman commented that if the baby did not cry she would never 
have tried to feed him and that her compassion was caused by the crying.  
These cases show that a newborn is able to elicit affectionate compassion in 
adults through crying, making its wishes to be fed and cuddled known to adults. 
When a baby cries, it is asking for nourishment and company. This is a signal that 
the baby does not want to be alone. As mentioned above, a silent child is a source of 
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great anxiety for the parents and the grandparents. When a baby seems self-
absorbed, this is interpreted by adults as weakness and a rejection towards the 
surrounding world. Adults hit baby’s back, to stimulate a response, which is often a 
vigorous crying that is immediately assuaged with the breast.  
These data and the features examined so far – the idiom of kinship based on 
nourishment and care, and the importance of establishing nourishing relations with 
the baby – strongly suggest that crying and compassion are fundamental to bring 
kinship into being. We have already seen that breastmilk creates the body of infants 
and their substantial connections with mothers and siblings, who are ‘those who 
nursed on the same breast’ (nu kalakwen nusa). Through crying, the newborn is 
nurtured with breastmilk, which is the proper substance to enact kinship. In turn, 
affectionate compassion is one of the affective axes to initiate the process of making 
kinship149. Among the Kuna affectionate compassion is the basic emotional state to 
initiate postnatal kinship relations through breastmilk. Every crying baby elicits 
affectionate compassion, and therefore is fed. Bilingual Kuna persons translate wile 
takket using the Spanish compadecer, ‘to feel compassion’ or ‘to feel sorry for 
somebody’. But in Kuna language, this word suggests a far deeper meaning. The 
following is my own interpretation of the relation between kinship and compassion 
among the Kuna, based on various comments received from my informants. 
Nonetheless, this should be considered only as a suggestion rather than a conclusive 
statement.  
The expression wile an pe takke can be translated as ‘I see you helpless’. 
Iwile means to be ‘lonely’, ‘helpless’, ‘weak’ and ‘to lack bodily sustenance’. For 
instance, a sick person is seen as iwile by kinspersons, and is cured through 
medicinal remedies and therapeutic rituals. In Kuna shamanic discourse, wile is the 
sloth, an animal described for its solitary existence and depicted as incontinent, 
uncoordinated and incapable of being restrained, like a drunken person. A newborn 
is described as nollokwa (weak and yielding), ioysar tae (without coordination) and 
incapable of sustaining itself, like a sloth. This implicit association between a sloth 
and a newborn baby could suggest that a newborn is seen as experiencing loneliness 
and helplessness, as it is in a state prior to the establishment and recognition of kin 
                                                
149 See Gow (2000: 46-63) for the experiential state of helplessness and compassion among the Piro. 
His analysis inspired my account on Kuna compassion. 
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ties, as Gow (2000) suggested for Piro newborns150. My informants suggested 
inherent similarities between the silky anteater (ukkuturpa, which is classified as 
similar to the sloth) and human foetuses. The position of the silky anteater is 
described as looking in on itself, resembling the corporeal position of a foetus. As I 
described above, the sloth and the silky anteater are dangerous animals for a Kuna 
baby, and its father should abstain utterly from killing them. These animals, when 
killed, will take revenge on the baby, transferring weakness and the inability to be 
self-sustained, manifested in severe cases of convulsions, and self-absorption. In 
sum, it seems that a baby affected by a sloth becomes like a sloth, removed from 
communication with its caretakers (based upon crying and feeding) and reverted to a 
pre-natal-like condition and the position of a foetus. We can now interpret crying as 
the baby’s manifestation of loneliness and suffering, but also as the manifestation of 
the baby’s resistance to remaining associated to a prenatal, sloth-like, foetal life.  
Crying is the preverbal and crucial signal of the baby’s desire to be attached 
to the postnatal world of human kinship, and it makes this desire known to others. 
Through repeated acts of nourishment to assuage loneliness, the body of a newborn 
is given strength. This body fattens and grows, turning into the body of a grown up 
kinsperson. On the other hand, postpartum care is the joint effort to fully attach a 
baby to the community of living humans. Postnatal practices are actions of love 
carried out for the baby by its closer kin. Kinship is made through abstaining from 
dangerous behaviours, and also by nourishing, carrying and holding the baby and by 
cleansing and refreshing it to regulate the production of blood and to control the 
internalization of substances. Along with these gestures of care, adults engage with 
the baby in joint communicative sequences, which generate the mutual delight and 
attachment of infants and their kin. For instance, when a baby of a few months old is 
held, a kinsperson faces the baby and imitates the call of small parrots expecting a 
vocal sound in response. This communication is said to make the baby laugh and 
produce an imitative vocal sound. This introduces us to the development of language 
                                                
150 In Kuna shamanic discourse, the sloth is a potent seer, a shaman (nele). In shamanic discourse, 
solitary animals are shamans and shamanism is seen as an experience coinciding with sufferance and 
the absence of kinship. The Kuna associate the figure of the orphan to a shaman. When a baby seer is 
born, its mother and father are said to be at risk of being killed by evil entities, pointing at the 
impossibility for a baby seer to establish kinship bonds. See Fortis (2008) for an interpretation of the 
association between a newborn seer (nele) and the silky anteater. 
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and memory in babies, which is the other fundamental step of their growth and 
process of becoming kinspersons, as I describe in the following section. 
 
4. Memory, Language and Kinship 
Gow (1991: 156-162) argues that for the Piro raising children is based on nourishing 
acts upon which kinship is made. Nourishing acts disclose memory for children, in 
turn produce memory in them, remembering their caretakers and reciprocating with 
the use of kin terms. Okopsukkun Kuna people similarly have a relational notion of 
memory, pinsaet, which is essential for understanding their conceptualization of 
kinship relations. Memory moves an adult into continuing nourishing and caring 
acts for a child, with gestures of food giving and the giving of other goods (e.g. 
clothes, jewels, notebooks, and so forth)151.  
Okopsukkun people use pinsaet in the verbal form, for instance saying an pe 
pinsae, ‘I remember you’, in the sense of ‘remembering’, ‘thinking of’, or ‘caring 
for’ a kinsperson. Bilingual Kuna persons translate pinsaet in Spanish as querer, ‘to 
love’. In ordinary speech, pinsaet points to ordinary actions directed towards 
affectionate others and oriented towards their wellness. To raise children is 
described as an act of pinsaet, an act of memory and love for children, which forges 
close kinship relations between them. The term is also used in nominal form, for 
instance in the expression pinsaet nikka, ‘to have thoughts and memory’ or ‘to have 
respect’. Children are said to have ‘thoughts and memory’ when they are about 
seven years old, and they acknowledge the persons who nourish and care for them 
through childhood. This marks a temporal frame in nourishing relations between 
children and their caretakers, from which the development of pinsaet in children 
derives (cf. Matos Viegas 2003, 2007). Thus there are two emotional states linked to 
the way Okopsukkun Kuna people conceptualize kinship. One is wile takke, 
compassion, emerging in adults for their infants’ crying, and the second is pinsaet, 
affectionate memory, disclosed in continuative nourishing acts which generate 
memory in children. It might be suggested that kinship relations in Okopsukkun are 
initiated through crying, which activates the feeding response, and they are 
                                                
151  Respect and thoughtful consideration between spouses and in-laws are also expression of pinsaet. 
In this section, I mainly consider the category of pinsaet in parents/children relations. 
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consolidated through the memory of adults, who keep nourishing and caring for the 
child, and promote the emergence of memory.  
For people in Okopsukkun, there are several practical actions that express 
memory. For instance, planting yams, tubers, corn, plantains, or working for money, 
are considered affectionate actions of memory that Kuna men perform for children, 
who are not yet able to get food autonomously. To nourish their coming children, 
young men are trained to become food producers. Rotalio, remembering his youth, 
commented that his uncle (MB) advised him to gain agricultural expertise because 
pe arkanpa tule tani, ‘someone is coming behind your shoulders’. Rotalio ignored 
the meaning of this sentence, and it was explained that a man becomes responsible 
for nourishing his coming children, which are his food dependents. The same is true 
for conjugal relations. A man anticipating his wife’s wishes is caring for her, and he 
discloses his affectionate thoughts (pinsaet) by giving his wife abundant produce 
and materials for the kitchen. 
The grandfather remembers his younger kin by directing the operations of 
the annual horticultural cycle to supply abundant food over a long time for those 
living together. An old woman, who orchestrates the cooking and distribution of 
meals for a large number of people, has considerable pinsaet for them. The father 
finds the sweetest bananas, pineapples or mangos for his small child. This is said to 
be an act of pinsaet for the child. Delicacies, forest fruit, sugar, and sweetened 
drinks are children’s food, and what they adore most. Sweet food is given to 
children as a sign of love. Children, in turn, are said to demand food constantly, and 
adults fulfil their requests. For instance, little Daghilisob, a three years old child 
used to stand in a corner of the kitchen building, and ask the grandmother to give her 
the pack of sugar just used to sweeten corn drink, pursuing her passion for sweet 
flavours. A child asks imperatively to suckle (nupie), to eat (mas kumpie), and drink 
(koppie), and habitual gestures of food giving are said to generate memory for its 
nourishing caretakers in the child.  
These examples illustrate two things. Firstly, pinsaet is disclosed through 
actions, which manifest the engagement of one person to its affectionate others. In 
contrast to the notion of memory as a mental capacity separated from senses and 
from physicality, memory for the Kuna is embedded in the bodily engagement of 
individuals among themselves and concretized in actions. Secondly, the 
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manifestation of pinsaet concurs with the recognition of close kin bonds. This 
recognition is processual, and takes a great deal of knowledge about social relations 
and about the world, which a toddler does not possess yet. Learning is accompanied 
by the development of language. Before the emergence of language, there is crying 
and other acoustic joint communications between an infant and its kin, as the 
following account describes. 
During the stage of transition from preverbal into verbal communication, 
Kuna babies are described in reference to some animals, in particular little birds, for 
the acoustic nature of their twittering. Furthermore, a Kuna baby is said to 
understand the language spoken by its parents and caretakers, despite not yet being 
capable of speaking itself. For instance, a newborn is called ‘bird’ (sikkwi) due to 
communications by acoustic signals soon emitted by infants with their kin. In the 
first months of life, babies are likened to small parrots (kwili pippi), because they 
understand language and reproduce elementary sounds in response to their 
caretakers. A baby clicks its tongue (tocho tocho kole) like taku, the mangrove fish. 
Adults laugh when their babies emit peculiar vocal sounds, and they teach them to 
say ‘yes’ (eye) or ‘no’ (suli). Apart from this, no other attempt is made to teach a 
child how to speak, as the child is said to begin to speak spontaneously by listening 
and repeating. The grandparents might use medicines for the earlier emergence of 
language in a grandchild. For instance, the baby’s tongue is repeatedly touched with 
the sting of stingray or with forest plants, and this contact is said to improve the 
capability to speak. Later, the emergence of language is compared to the foam 
produced when unfermented corn drink is boiling (non makku).  
When developing verbal language, a child is called ‘speaking parrot’ 
(kwakkwa) because it begins to repeat the words it has heard from its older 
kinspersons. The spontaneous communications of small children might be described 
as nonsensical, because children are ‘still ignorant about the world’ (amba ney 
wichuli). Instead, an appropriate use of language amuses older kinspersons, who 
describe the child as ‘speaking like an old one’ (serkan yop sunmakket) or ‘having 
the heart of an old one’ (kwake sele). Despite children repeating words, they have 
not yet developed a retentive memory. This is reflected in the discontinuities in their 
use of kin terms.  
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A toddler easily pronounces the primary kin terms nana (mother), papa 
(father), and it might easily say nupie (‘I want to suckle’), but there is no memory 
for those fulfilling its desires to be cuddled and fed. It easily forgets them. 
Progressively, the child begins to recognize the persons nurturing and caring for it, 
and it begins to manifest a quite purposeful use of kin terms. I have heard children 
of four habitually calling their grandmother ‘mother’ because she raised them since 
the birth of a younger sibling. Once, Edith told me that her three years old daughter 
claimed to have two mothers, Edith and Rosita. The second was a woman helping 
Edith when her parents moved to Panama City. Rosita cared for the small girl, 
occasionally sleeping with her and serving her food, while Edith continued to nurse 
her, because of her insistent requests to suckle. From the perspective of the little girl, 
the statement ‘I have two mothers’ was perfectly reasonable according her 
experience and understanding about the world, the actions of care she received, and 
the intimate daily gestures of sharing with her two mothers.  
Matos Viegas (2003: 21-37, 2007) argues that temporality is crucial in 
parents/children relations among the Caboclo Indians of Brazil, with children 
choosing their “favourite mothers” from the women who nurtured and cared for 
them over childhood. When a Kuna child is small, kinship relationships are being 
forged through practical actions and intimate sharing, and children are said to 
recognize these relations only progressively. Furthermore, adults respect a small 
three year old child who enjoys spending time in another house, with a grandmother, 
or an aunt, who enact a nourishing relation with the child152. The mother keeps 
sending pots of homemade drink or meals to the child who spends time daily in a 
different house, therefore marking the continuity of her nourishing relation with the 
child. In these cases, the child remains attached to two houses, and to more than one 
feeder, developing memory for each. In one case, a small four year old boy moved 
to live in the house of his paternal grandparents when his mother died prematurely. 
His paternal grandmother co-raised the boy from when he was two years old, and 
she explained ‘now my grandchild wants to live with me’. His older and younger 
siblings remained living in the house of their maternal grandmother, because ‘they 
                                                
152 See Gow (1991: 160-161) for how Piro children develop language and the use of kin terms, and 
for the concerns manifested by adults. See Matos Viegas (2003, 2007) for an ethnographic and 
analytical discussion on the revocable nature of kin relations. 
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never came here as much as their brother’. In other cases, children manifest the wish 
to live with their siblings, and this decision is respected.   
For instance, when Nixia called her third born son to live with her again after 
being cared for by his paternal grandparents, she said that the little boy did not want 
to leave because he enjoyed the company of his siblings (his paternal first cousins). 
Nixia did not force him to return home, and she said that her son was well cared for 
in the house of his grandparents. They behaved in heartfelt affectionate ways with 
the child and there is respect for the relations that a child develops through time.  
As mentioned above, a retentive memory of kinship relations comes when a 
child is around seven years old, and it remembers who nourished and cared for it 
over time. The material examined so far shows that kinship ties in Okopsukkun are 
recognized in two ways. Firstly, there is a substantial idiom based on breastmilk, 
which creates consubstantial ties between kinspersons, but it might be dangerous in 
the first years of life of a child, when this is fragile and identified with its parents. 
For this reason, parents abstain from endangering actions to promote the growth of 
their children. Secondly, there is an idiom of nurturance, care, and memory, which 
has a temporal frame (c.f. Matos Viegas 2003, 2007) and produces memory in 
children. Through the development of language, children substitute acoustic signals, 
which are fundamental in early infancy, with proper words and kin terms, used 
volitionally to address remembered care givers. Kinship is therefore based on 
relations that a person establishes and recognizes with others through time, 
remarking the ego-centred nature of kinship.  
 
5. Thoughts in Animals 
Paba Rey, a man in his forties, brought home a small iguana (ari) from the forest, as 
a pet for his two children of six and nine years old. When I asked whether the iguana 
would bite them, Paba Ray answered that a small iguana was not dangerous yet. He 
moved a finger close to the iguana’s mouth and said: ‘look! It doesn’t move. It still 
has no pinsaet (amba pinsaet satte)’. When the iguana grows, it might react 
aggressively, and children get their fingers injured if they are not careful. This 
conversation led me to wonder if pinsaet is exclusively a human category, or if 
animals (inmar turkan) also possess pinsaet, and to what extent.  
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Most men that I asked about animals having pinsaet answered that white-
lipped peccaries (yannu) do153. The nature of their pinsaet can be evinced from their 
life-style. White-lipped peccaries live in large groups ‘like us’, men said, pointing at 
their large and demographically dense village. Furthermore, white-lipped peccaries 
have a leader (errey), and its followers cluster around it. Similarly, Kuna people 
organize their social life around communal leaders, or at home, around the figure of 
the father-in-law as the house headman. These are cues for the pinsaet of white-
lipped peccaries. Their life-style differs from collared peccaries (wetar) that live in 
smaller groups and do not follow a leader who shows the way through the forest. 
According to Kuna men, collared peccaries lack pinsaet.  
But men also draw significant differences between Kuna people and white-
lipped peccaries. Firstly, the life of white-lipped peccaries is not settled, as they 
keep travelling in circuits over large areas. Secondly, peccaries are not human, and 
they are hunted and eaten. Former people knew the peccary routes and hunted them. 
In past time, hunted peccaries (white-lipped and collared) provided abundant food, 
which was distributed and consumed in large collective meals in the village. 
According to some men, the routes of white-lipped peccaries have changed since the 
hydroelectric central in the Bayano region was built in the 1970s, and peccaries have 
disappeared from the rainforest in proximity to the village. Nowadays, men do not 
engage in long hunting expeditions, and it seems reasonable that they do not invest 
money in purchasing guns for hunting small-sized animals like agouti. As men say, 
for peccaries, moving in a large group defends them from human hunters and animal 
predators. From the perspective of Kuna people, living in a large settled village is 
linked to kinship, which was never addressed as a feature characterizing the lives of 
peccaries.  
On the other hand, most eatable fish are said to be without pinsaet. They lack 
the capacity to anticipate the actions of a fisherman, ‘otherwise they would swim 
away’, and they are described as lacking pinsaet. From the examples presented so 
far, a point can be drawn. If fish lack pinsaet because they cannot foresee the 
predatory intentions of fishermen, peccaries have pinsaet as they defend themselves 
                                                
153 See Stolze Lima (1999) and Gow (2001: 66-71) for Amazonian accounts on peccaries. In Kuna 
shamanic discourses, peccaries are said to have been human beings in primordial time. They lost their 
humanity, but retained some features of human lives, such as large group formation and their social 
organization.  
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from human hunters and predators, and they live in a large group and their social 
organization is similar to Kuna people. The attribution (or not) of pinsaet suggests a 
specific type of knowledge concerning hunting and predatory interspecies relations. 
Animals aware of predatory relations can defend themselves, and this discloses their 
capacity of thinking and remembering. This is the awareness of interspecies 
predation.  
The attribution of pinsaet to non-human beings can be further discussed in 
relation to other animals. According to Okopsukkun men, some non-human beings 
possess ‘damaged thoughts’ (pinsaet iskute). Damaged thoughts characterize actions 
drifting away from sociability, and reflecting self-focused modes of existence. This 
is the case for the jaguar, whose damaged thoughts are disclosed by two features: its 
hunting techniques, and its solitary existence, lacking recognition of kinship. 
According to Okopsukkun men, the jaguar deceives peccaries by hunting them from 
behind, and by hiding up in trees to attack154. Attacking peccaries from the front 
would be completely unsuccessful because of their large group formation. From the 
perspective of living humans, jaguars are not a major risk and if a man encounters 
one in the forest, he should remain still, showing himself to be a dangerous predator 
instead of scared and eatable prey. The jaguar, possessing precise predatory 
techniques, and culinary etiquette (it always eats its prey starting from the neck), is 
said to have thoughts and knowledge.  
Furthermore, the jaguar possesses thoughts and knowledge, but lives in 
antithetical ways from Kuna people. The jaguar lives alone, not in a community, and 
importantly it lacks any recognition of kinship bonds. As men suggested, the jaguar 
does not develop kinship relations, and remains ignorant of who its mother and 
sisters are, and copulates with them. This lack of kinship bonds discloses the 
damaged nature of its thoughts. The jaguar lacks the acknowledgement of specific 
kin relations, and lives an antithetical existence to the lives of humans, in their 
compact and densely populated villages with a heightened sociability, where 
                                                
154 Kuna men possessing shotguns build a platform in trees to shoot small-sized animals, like agoutis. 
I never asked my informants if hunting agouti somehow resembles the hunting techniques of jaguars 
toward peccaries, hiding up trees to attack.  
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children are raised within nourishing relations which brings their memory for 
kinship into being155.  
Ponikana, evil spirits, are the other category of beings possessing damaged 
thoughts. As old men explain, these pathogenic beings lost their humanity in 
primordial time for their malevolent, arrogant, and overbearing manners. In losing 
humanity, these beings have lost the capacity to eat and digest food, as they are 
anus-less. With the paradigmatic image of ponikana as anus-less, Kuna specialists 
clearly mark their difference with living humans, who eat and digest food. 
Therefore, ponikana have damaged thoughts since primordial time, and this explains 
why they have lost their humanity. These non-human beings possess awareness and 
thoughts, and they might harm living humans causing illnesses. 
From childhood, the bodies of Kuna children are carefully filled with 
nourishing breastmilk, solid food, and homemade drinks, to make kinship and bring 
children’s memory into being. Spirits do not feed each other. Lacking the 
orchestration between oral and anal functions, spirits cannot bring kinship into 
being. Furthermore, they do not live in large communities as Kuna people do, in the 
constant availability of their kinspersons. The lives of Okopsukkun Kuna people are 
settled in a compact village, where multiple social relations can be established. 
Despite the proliferation of distant ties within the village, people have the ideal of 
living in one large community of kinspersons, where close kinship ties can be 
brought again into being through the contracting of appropriate marriages, and 
through the establishment of nourishing relations.  
In sum, and to conclude, from the perspective of Okopsukkun people pinsaet 
conveys the production of kinship bonds, as a highly desirable state of engagement 
of a person with its affectionate kin. This brings new relations into being, through 
the raising of children. Nourishing and raising children constitutes a collective idiom 
of kinship. Most beings differ from humans for the orientation of their thoughts, 
                                                
155 Dreams, shamanism, sickness, and therapeutic knowledge, can damage the memory of humans, 
causing a drifting away from the recognition of kin ties, and turning them into non-human beings. In 
particular the systematic encounters in dreams with non-human entities, or prolonged sickness, turns 
into matrimonial relations with spirits. A man becomes the hunter of human souls for his non-human 
father-in-law. He dreams of hunting animals, and people explain that these are villagers seen as 
animals. When many people suspect these interspecies marriages, emetics are offered to all villagers 
in small doses, to evacuate malevolent beings from their bodies, and to the accused person in large 
doses, which might eventually kill that person.  
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disclosed in qualitatively different actions not conducive to kinship. For a Kuna 
person it would be utterly impossible to conceive a life without kinspersons. In the 
last two chapters, we have seen how personhood and kinship are understood in 
processual terms, acquired through time by living together in closeness, eating 
together, and all the other practices minutely discussed above, aimed at creating and 
fostering social and personal wellbeing. Thus, living together creates kinship and the 
mosaic of lives and personal histories of people in Okopsukkun. Curing maladies 
and facing the inevitable associations with other beings that Kuna persons 
experience throughout life in terms of maladies, are part of the process of making 
kinship, and are concrete attempts to evade mortality and the permanent 
disengagement of beloved kin. The bodies of kinspersons and their wellbeing are 
created, nurtured and fostered in the mutual enjoyment of a life in crowdedness and 
saturation, where saturation is the crux of humanity from a Kuna point of view. This 
suggests the question of what is at the edges of saturation, and I address this 
question in the following chapter, which is the last of the thesis. 
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Chapter Seven 
At the Edges of Saturation 
 
 
 
 
 
 
In this last chapter, my aim is three-fold. I want to give a picture of the relation 
between what is inside and what is outside the edges of a dense, saturated Kuna 
village like Okopsukkun. In the course of this thesis, I describe Kuna life and show 
that the village is conceptualized as the place where relations are intense and 
multiple, and where ordinary praxis reflects the patterns of saturation and density. 
However, Kuna people are not closed in their insular villages, and relations with the 
outside are constant, intense, and observable at different levels of ordinary social 
life. The village is paired with the sea and the mainland rainforest where gardens are 
located and everyday produce is appropriated through male labour. The village is 
also paired with urban areas where daily flights operate from Panamá City to 
Okopsukkun and other San Blas villages with an airstrip. Produce obtained through 
subsistence activities, and purchased merchandise travel between these places.  
This introduces a second aim, which is to discuss how gender comes into 
play in the relation between the exterior and the interior of the village. Previous 
ethnographies of Amazonians have described the relations between gender and 
space suggesting male agencies as mainly related to the outside and dealing with 
alterity in the form of relations with strangers, animated objects, and spirits, and in 
terms of predatory activities (including hunting, fishing, clearing gardens, warfare, 
obtaining manufactured goods), and female agencies re-inserting the products of 
these relations and activities inside the house and the community, transforming raw 
products into nourishing and “domesticated” (c.f. McCallum 1989, 1998, 2001; 
Descola 1994, 2001). This distinction between male and female agencies associated 
with the inside and outside is not so neat, and in many cases, women engage in 
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hunting activities or they visit other communities. Furthermore, horticulture, which 
is sometimes undertaken by women, is considered as dangerous an activity as 
hunting, involving relations with potentially dangerous beings, such as the sweet 
manioc for the Achuar, which sucks the blood of those coming in contact with it 
(Descola 1994, 2001).  
Importantly, the inside and the outside of Amazonian communities should 
not be seen as given, but as created through particular gendered agencies and by 
engaging with other beings in particular relational modes. Implicitly, in this chapter, 
I discuss the gendered inflection of Kuna society to show how female agencies are 
associated with the transformation and re-insertion of produce obtained mainly 
through male agencies engaging with the outside, and how these transformative 
processes create enduring female consanguineal relations which characterize the 
interior of a Kuna village, and its houses while at the same time attracting Kuna men 
to them.  
This introduces my third aim, which is to discuss how ideas about the inside 
and the outside and about gendered agencies can be seen in relation to the 
production of mola, the rectangular panels of layered fabrics on the front and back 
of Kuna female blouses. Mola is created with coloured fabric purchased with the 
money that comes from male waged labour and working relations outside the village 
space. Women realize mola, by transforming raw fabrics into designed blouses for 
personal use, which both Kuna men and women consider yer taileke, ‘truly 
beautiful’. In the eyes of non-Kuna people, mola has become an icon of Kuna 
distinctiveness. Mola is collected in nearly every ethnographic museum in the world, 
and it is sold to North American and European tourists (c.f. Tice 1995). Sherzer 
(2001[1983]) has defined the distinctiveness of Kuna identity clearly expressed in 
their visual art as Cunaité, Kunaness. In this chapter, I will show how mola can be 
used to discuss ideas about Kuna sociality in relation to conjugality, consanguinity, 
and the relations with outsiders.  
There are two other aspects that should be taken into account when 
discussing mola. Firstly, mola is no older than a century and a half, and is the result 
of intensified commercial relations with non-Kuna people (Salvador 1997). 
Secondly, while Kuna women dress in their mola attire, Kuna men do not, and they 
wear shop bought clothes. To speak about mola plunges us into issues of history and 
  
237 
memory, and of how the character of Kuna life, framed within patterns of saturation 
and density, comes head on with questions about the edges of a life in saturation. 
One of the problems touched on in this chapter is the gendered aspect of clothing for 
the Kuna, and how this reflects the relations that men and women have with the 
interior and the exterior of their saturated community. Here, I make the point that 
female clothes, made of purchased materials and sewn using distinctive Kuna 
techniques, make visible more general ideas that inform Kuna social life involving 
conjugality and opposite sex relations. Clothes draw together the aesthetic of body 
ornamentation with an aesthetic of social relations. This final chapter describes 
some of the features characterising mola to focus on particular aspects of its 
technical production and learning process, and shed light on the way making cloth 
and clothing exemplifies the creation of relations in the village, where the aesthetic 
of relations is predicated upon patterns of intensity and multiplicity, in relation to 
the outside.  
 
1. Female Clothes 
In this section, I describe Kuna female attire to provide a base to discuss how 
kinship, conjugality, and affinity are involved in the gifts of clothes and fabric to 
girls and women, and how clothes, when too old, constitute an important aspect of 
domestic life and kinship relations, in particular between mother and child, as old 
mola panels are used to wrap and protect babies. My premise is that female clothing, 
composed of several purchased and handmade elements, tells us much about 
multiple social relations. In what follows, I locate clothes within the context of 
kinship and matrimonial relations in Kuna houses, and remind readers to consider 
the girl’s naming ritual in chapter three, where a girl is dressed as a proper Kuna 
women, and chapter six, where I describe clothes as articles gifted to girls from their 
kinspersons to generate memory in them.  
Most women in Okopsukkun wear a combination of various hand-made and 
purchased articles. These include a mola blouse, a sapurret, the wraparound 
imported fabric used as skirt, a muswe, the imported printed headscarf, flip-flops, 
and winni, designed beadworks coiled around the arms and legs that are changed 
every four or five months. Female attire is completed with golden jewellery 
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including necklaces, earrings, nasal ring, bracelets, rings, other bead necklaces, and 
often a wristwatch. Hair cut short with a fringe is the hairstyle that complements the 
overall female ensemble. This is the everyday clothing style of nearly every married 
woman in Okopsukkun.  
In Okopsukkun, I observed that unmarried girls and single mothers alternate 
wearing Panamanian purchased clothes (e.g. fitted tops and T-shirts, jeans, shop-
bought skirts or sapurret, sandals, flip-flops) with mola blouses which are worn in 
the evenings, or on particular occasions (e.g. during drinking festivals or meetings in 
the gathering house). Girls and single mothers wear golden necklaces, earrings, 
bracelets, and rings, but they do not coil beadworks on their legs and arms, and they 
do not wear the golden nose ring. In addition, when a woman alternates the use of 
purchased clothes and mola blouses, she wears her hair long, in contrast to women 
permanently dressed in mola who adopt the short hairstyle with a fringe156.  
During the period of my fieldwork, younger married women wearing leg and 
arm beadwork, wraparound skirts, and short-cut hair, would occasionally wear large 
T-shirts at home, supplied by political parties during election campaigns and when I 
enquired about these T-shirts, women answered pragmatically that they are 
comfortable for breastfeeding their babies and doing the domestic activities. These 
T-shirts are rarely worn outside the house, and a woman feels ‘ashamed’ (pinke) if 
not dressed in beautiful and coloured clothes when walking around the village 
pathways. In a similar way, during the last months of pregnancy, women wear large 
T-shirts and temporarily dismiss their beadwork because of swelling, and they say 
they are ashamed of going outside their houses. T-shirts are considered useful in 
particular occasions, but they are not considered beautiful or desirable to wear.  
                                                
156 I heard Okopsukkun people commenting on the slight differences in clothing and hairstyle 
between mainland Kuna and San Blas Kuna. The Kuna living on the border between Panamá and 
Colombia along the banks of the Chucunaque, are described as having a different style of beadwork 
leg and arm bangles, shorter than those worn by San Blas Kuna women, coiled up on the calf and 
along half the forearm. The mola blouses of mainland Kuna women have less puffy sleeves, and in 
addition, women have long hair in contrast to the short hairstyle of San Blas women. Mainland Kuna 
from the Bayano region differ in male clothing style from San Blas men, wearing handmade cotton 
shirts and trousers, while San Blas men wear the clothes of non-Kuna people, purchased in the 
markets of Panamá City. 
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Plate 15 – Above and below: husband and wife 
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Plate 16 – Above and below: readjusting beadwork 
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In addition to personal use, mola panels are sold to tourists. Unlike the 
villages of western San Blas, with a swift market of mola trade serving the cruise 
ships and thousands of tourists who arrive and purchase indigenous artwork, 
Okopsukkun women send their mola to relatives living in urban areas for market 
sale or to Kuna intermediaries for Panamanian, North American, and European 
buyers (c.f. Tice 1995). A mola blouse is hand-made or sewn on a Singer sewing 
machine. The fabrics and sewing haberdashery required to make mola, as well as all 
the other elements of the elaborate Kuna female attire, are purchased. In 
Okopsukkun and the neighbouring village of Ustupu, some stores sell Poplin fabrics 
of different colours, printed fabric, skirts and headscarves, and general haberdashery 
items (e.g. scissors, needles, thread, and thimbles). Textile shops in Panamá City or 
other urban areas of Panamá offer a large choice of printed fabric. The purchasing of 
such items is either commissioned to relatives living in urban areas, or bought 
directly by women when visiting their relatives. By living in Okopsukkun, it quickly 
became obvious to me that women are almost continually taken up with acquiring 
new printed skirts and textiles, Poplin fabrics, and the relentless everyday activities 
of mola blouse sewing. Given that mola is the everyday clothing style of nearly 
every adult female villager in Okopsukkun, a woman comes to possess more than 
fifteen blouses, skirts, and headscarves for daily use, and there is a consistent 
monetary conversion into articles for female bodily adornment. According to 
Salvador, “beautiful women bring prestige to the whole family” (1997: 151) and this 
is seen more clearly if we consider that clothes and elements of female clothing are 
bought and gifted to women.  
Clothes among the Kuna are considered personal possessions, and I never 
saw two sisters sharing mola blouses, skirts or headscarves. During my fieldwork, it 
happened once that Nixia gave me one of her mola blouses to wear for a festival, but 
later she made mola blouses for me to wear. As described in the previous chapter, 
Okopsukkun people strongly emphasise that clothes are gifted to babies and girls 
from their parents and grandparents, and this is conceptualized as the creation of 
enduring and close kinship relations between younger and older kinspersons. When 
a baby girl is born, she receives sheets with mola appliqué from her mother’s sisters, 
or her grandmother, and she is soon adorned with golden necklaces and bracelets, 
gifted by her father, older brother, or grandfather. Golden jewels are mainly gifted 
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by men, who earn cash through wage labour to purchase these for their kinswomen. 
A girl’s ears are pierced in the first months of life, for golden earrings157. 
Furthermore, her kinswomen make mola appliqué to sew onto sundresses, tiny 
dresses, and skirts, and later onto shop-bought little tops, and T-shirts.  
When a woman in Okopsukkun marries, there is a strong emphasis that every 
day she should be dressed as a ‘real woman’ (ome sunnati), in the complete female 
attire of Kuna women. In general, newly married women in Okopsukkun are gifted a 
sapurret, printed fabrics, and headscarves from their parents-in-law. One woman 
said that her father-in-law gave her all the beads and fabric to make clothes and 
body decoration so to change her usual shop-bought and ready-to-wear clothes into 
the proper Kuna female clothing. Therefore, if the clothes and jewels gifted to a 
young girl points to the creation of close kinship ties, dressing in the proper Kuna 
female attire points to a new set of affinal relations created through marriage and 
conjugality.  
In line with this, after marriage, the husband becomes the one who gives his 
wife new purchased fabrics, sapurret, headscarf, beads, and jewels. He also gives 
her the money to purchase such items, along with the flow of produce, money, and 
other things, which characterize conjugal relations in Okopsukkun and the position 
of men as generators of food and abundance of items. It is true that a woman can 
purchase her clothes and fabrics autonomously with the money she earns from the 
sale of mola panels to tourists. Nonetheless, there is a strong emphasis on the 
husband as the seti of his wife, the person who takes care of her by providing food, 
money, materials, and clothes. Dressing in mola implicitly indicates the good 
character of conjugal relations, with the husband satisfying the wife’s requests for 
food, clothes, money, and other items.  
Purchased fabrics have to undergo all the necessary cutting and sewing in 
order to become truly beautiful. A woman transforms gifted fabrics into proper 
female adornment, therefore beautifying and re-inserting purchased materials into 
the village through personal use. This resonates strongly with the character of 
conjugal relations among Amazonians discussed by McCallum for the Cashinahua 
(1989, 1998, 2001) and others (Belaunde 1992, 2005; Descola 2001), in terms of the 
                                                
157 This is done during the ritual piercing of the nasal septum of a baby girl. Alternatively, the ears are 
pierced in the house. 
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creation of village sociality in relation to the exterior and the interior of the village 
space. McCallum describes how Cashinahua male agency is based on productive 
relations with the exterior, and the products of this agency are transformed and re-
inserted into the village interior through female agency. Her analysis of Cashinahua 
sociality provides an analytical tool for understanding the link between bodily 
ornamentation and conjugality among the Kuna, where men give money or fabrics 
to their wives, who in turn transform them into beautiful attire for self-adornment 
and everyday use. In this, husband and wife have different but complementary roles, 
the husband as the provider of money and fabric, and the wife as the transformer of 
materials into beautiful and quintessentially Kuna female clothing.  
Making mola blouses is the everyday activity of young and adult women in 
Okopsukkun, for personal use and for sale. The allocation of daily time for sewing 
clothes decreases substantially with age. Older women give a practical explanation 
for this. Deteriorating vision renders the execution of minute sewing difficult, 
however old women make mola appliqué for their small granddaughters, and 
importantly, they engage in the cooking and distributing of drinks and food, which 
defines their position in the cycle of kinship ties as givers of nourishment in relation 
to younger kin. These aspects are reflected in the less elaborate style and worn 
appearance from domestic use and washing of old women’s blouses. Nonetheless, 
old women periodically change their arm and leg beadwork for new, and they 
habitually wear several bead necklaces, reassembling those bought in shops in new 
combinations. 
Items of female clothes too old even for domestic use are rejected as clothes 
and used for other purposes at home. In the remaining part of this section, I describe 
how skirts, headscarf, and mola, are used and how they continue to constitute 
important aspects in everyday domestic life when they are rejected as clothing. 
Sapurret: the skirt, made from imported fabric, always has a blue background with 
printed designs, alternatively green, yellow, white and orange. The market for 
selling sapurret is specifically targeted at Kuna customers, but I was unable to 
gather sufficient information on the textile industries producing this particular 
material. Every month, a new printed sapurret is available in the textile shops in 
Panamá City, and is sold by the meter for around five or six dollars. Almost every 
woman wears the sapurret everyday. Young girls may use the sapurret with a shop-
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bought T-shirt or a fitted top, long before they wear mola blouses and beadwork. As 
a skirt, the sapurret is wrapped and twisted around the waist and female villagers are 
constantly engaged in adjusting and re-wrapping the sapurret around the waist. 
Mastering this without the help of strings or cords takes time and there are concerns 
about the sapurret falling down, clearly demonstrated in the same-sex jokes between 
women. Similar re-adjusting of the leg and arm beadwork bands is also displayed 
when they slip in the course of domestic activities. Working by the mainland river, 
like when collecting pebbles, women wear an old sapurret or remain in a petticoat, 
using the sapurret to carry materials to the canoe. 
When an infant takes quotidian naps, the mother takes a sapurret from her 
pile and pulls it over the infant as blanket. When a sapurret becomes too old and 
faded it is worn for bathing, fastened around the bust, or it may be worn over the 
shoulders in the chilly morning and evening air. When a baby can sit autonomously 
or crawl, an old sapurret becomes the blanket on the ground. When a sapurret has 
become too old even for such uses, it is cut in strips for basket handles, or spread 
over the legs to protect from food spills or as an apron when chopping and preparing 
meat or vegetables.  
Muswe: The headscarf, muswe, is always red, with yellow printed designs. Like the 
sapurret, the muswe is specifically targeted at Kuna customers. During the day, a 
muswe is alternatively twisted at the back of the neck, loosely worn, or rolled and 
wrapped around the head. It may be momentarily slung over one shoulder, and later 
re-adjusted and rolled up on the head. If a woman is travelling by motorboat to 
another village or sitting in a sunny place, she may shade herself and a child using 
her muswe. As Salvador (1997: 161) notes, the style of wearing a headscarf 
accentuates or hides a woman’s face in particular settings. For instance, an old 
woman covers her mouth with a muswe, to hide the absence of teeth. A muswe hides 
a woman’s face when she weeps and mourns her deceased relatives during mortuary 
ceremonies. During puberty festivals, when women perform autobiographical songs 
about their deceased relatives, they similarly hide their faces with muswe. It may be 
pulled over the hammock underneath a sleeping infant as bed linen. According to 
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Kuna women, old sapurret and muswe are the preferred materials for playing with 
their four or five year old daughters158.  
Mola: the female blouse is made using two designed panels, one for the front and 
one for the back, sewn using purchased printed fabric (morsan), forming the upper 
part of the blouse, and enriched with decorative borders on the sleeves. Drinking 
festivals are occasions to make and purchase new elements of female clothing; 
however, married women use the same style for rituals and everyday life. Women 
possess a number of newly made blouses and purchased skirts, and every day they 
are beautifully dressed for visiting in-laws, going to the neighbouring village to use 
the public phones, shopping for merchandise from Colombian traders passing 
through San Blas, or going to morning meetings in the village gathering house. Old 
molakana are worn in the house, and when too old even for such use, the designed 
panels are unstitched from the blouses and sewn together. This is then used to cover 
the white cane walls of the house, for the practical purpose of concealing the interior 
of the house from the sight of curious villagers walking through the pathways. But 
from the discourses of Kuna specialists, an analogy can be drawn between the 
female blouse and the house, covered with old mola panels. In the words of Kuna 
specialists, the house is associated to the body, its internal structure described as its 
bones, and its rounded shape to a pregnant belly. Kuna houses therefore appear 
clothed as female bodies.  
As clothing, it is important to note that the designed panels of a mola blouse 
cover a precise part of the female body: the ventral area. Understandings of 
conception that Kuna people discuss, recognise the womb as a moulding organ that 
gives shape to the foetus. A foetus is wrapped in the amniotic sac, conceptualized as 
its designed clothing. Therefore, a mola blouse covers the ventral area inside of 
which there is a moulding organ and the designed cloth enveloping the foetus159. If 
the house is a metaphor for the pregnant belly, we might suggest that the mola 
curtains covering its walls are like a designed amniotic sack. Although never 
suggested by people, this idea would be in keeping with the attention old midwives 
pay to the placenta and the remnants of amniotic sac on a newborn, which are 
                                                
158 For Kuna children, muswe and sapurret may well become “transitional objects” (Winnicott 1971), 
in their qualities of objects mediating the relation between mothers and infants. 
159 See Fortis (in press) for an analysis on Kuna designs and personhood. 
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described as layered and designed like a mola (c.f. Chapter five). In sum, mola, as 
the designed clothing covering female bodies, also covers the womb, which is in 
turn an organ related to designs and moulding. The house, covered with mola 
panels, recalls the imagery of a womb on another level, and it is the place where 
women make their mola blouses.  
 
The Praxis of Mola Making 
In this section, I describe some distinctive features of mola blouses, and the process 
of learning how to make them. Reference is made to the Kuna view of mola making 
as a distinctively Kuna praxis, which distinguishes Kuna people from waka, non-
Kuna people.  
There are three distinctive features of mola designs which deserve attention. 
Firstly, it is worth noting that mola designs differ from the patchwork techniques 
used in Euro-American sewing crafts. Mola is executed in a cutting-out manner, 
rather than with the addition and embroidery of fabrics. Secondly, a mola blouse 
always has two designed panels presenting as layered fabric in reversed colours. For 
example, a red and white front panel is paired with a white and red back panel of the 
blouse. The designs are identical or almost identical, depending on if they are 
geometrical or figurative, but the colours are different. Therefore, what appears at 
the front of a mola blouse differs slightly from what appears on the back. Thirdly, 
mola are visually dense, with the rectangular space of the panels filled up with 
elaborate designs and decorative motives. A mola without visual density is 
considered ugly.  
In chapter one, I reported a conversation with my host on the process of mola 
composition. She compared the visual density of a mola, based on crowding the 
panels with designs and repetitive filling motives, to the compact village layout of 
Okopsukkun, with its proliferation of houses. She then pointed to the character of 
Kuna everyday life, where living in one compact village means that kinspersons are 
constantly available to one another. A parallel between the layout of Kuna villages 
and Kuna visual art has been noted by Sherzer (2001[1983]: 5-6), and described as 
the Kuna distinctive mode of conceptualizing the aesthetic of space. Over the 
chapters of this thesis, I have provided a picture of Kuna life to describe how this 
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aesthetic of space is also an aesthetic of social relations and a mode of doing things 
with patterns of density, intensity, and multiplication. These patterns run through the 
execution of mola, both in visual terms and in relation to the intensity of daily time 
that a woman spends to realize her mola blouses.  
For a girl in Okopsukkun, the opportunities for learning to make mola are 
constant, since mola making is the ordinary activity of her older kinswomen. A girl 
begins to practice with a small panel of fabric, previously cut by an older 
kinswoman with one large geometric pattern. There is no formal teaching, and when 
a girl finds it difficult to sew the angles of a design, she passes the panel to a 
kinswoman who does it for her, while the girl watches. Sewing around the angles 
and curves of a designed pattern is initially difficult to master. Through practice, a 
girl learns and refines her sewing technique. The second difficulty is mastering the 
cutting out of designs from the fabric on which the sewing operations depend.  
According to women, the most difficult operation to master is the design 
itself, drawn on the fabric with a pencil. In fact the panels of fabric are designed 
first, and later cut and sewn. Designing the fabric well is the most important aspect 
of creating a beautiful mola. Designing a mola is technically difficult for two 
reasons. Firstly, a design is reproduced from an image or an object and adapted to 
the material. Secondly, and connected to this, designing a mola implies the visual 
control of the fabric space in relation to the cutting and sewing which follows. 
Therefore, making a mola always implies the recollection of an image, which is 
designed and adapted to the sewing techniques to realize a blouse. But not all the 
women are capable of designing a mola well, and they ask other experienced women 
to design the mola panels for them. There is a repertoire of mola designs still sewn 
on mola blouses, which is called ‘old’, ‘ancient’ (serkan mola) and attributed to the 
designs that former Kuna women made on their blouses, hammocks, and beadwork. 
But the current inventory of mola designs is almost infinite, and also reproduces 
images from western magazines, writing, everyday objects, or old mola patterns 
recollected from published books. The possibility of realizing numerous designs is 
based on superimposing and cutting out more layers of fabric to realize potentially 
infinite designs according to the creator’s desire. It is hardly surprising that it takes a 
long time before a girl is capable of autonomously making her own wardrobe, 
composed of numerous mola blouses for daily use.  
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The knowledge of mola making passes down from generation to generation 
of kinswomen, learned at home in the micro-context of everyday life. Despite mola 
blouses being perishable artefacts, mola making is considered a distinctively Kuna 
praxis transmitted across generations, focused on the house as the place where such 
knowledge is transmitted, learned, and reproduced on an everyday basis. When I 
arrived in Okopsukkun, one man said that Kuna women are distinctively beautiful in 
their mola attire, and he reported a conversation he had with an anthropologist who 
suggested that since fabric, scissors, needles, and thread all come via non-Kuna 
people, mola are not authentically Kuna. His reply to the anthropologist was that it 
is Kuna women who make mola. The praxis of mola making and the transformation 
of fabrics into beautiful clothes is distinctively Kuna. According to Okopsukkun 
women, Panamanian women are willing to learn how to sew mola, but there is 
reticence regarding teaching non-Kuna women how to sew mola blouses. 
Panamanian women often wear dresses, shirts, T-shirts, and skirts with mola 
applications made by Kuna women and purchased in markets and shops in the 
capital. Kuna women comment positively when a wakome, ‘foreigner woman’, 
wears clothes with mola motifs, but they intentionally guard their sewing techniques 
jealousy for themselves160.  
For people, making and using mola is a distinctive aspect of Kuna life, 
distinct from the lives of Panamanians, who do not possess the distinctive 
knowledge to sew clothes in proper Kuna ways, and cannot learn what Kuna girls 
learn in the context of their close female kinship relations transmitting knowledge 
from older to younger kin. Connected to this, are views put forward by Kuna people 
about Panamanian sociality which differ radically from their own village life.  
People in Okopsukkun gloss the tenor of their everyday life as ‘tranquil’, 
‘quiet’, or ‘silent’ (po). On a quiet morning in Okopsukkun I was at home with my 
adoptive sister Nixia. Lucrezia, her older sister who lived in Panamá City, was 
spending one month in Okopsukkun visiting her kinspersons, and she was sitting at 
the Singer sewing machine with a bucket of mola in preparation. She said that she 
wanted to finish them quickly as when in Panamá City she had no time to sew. More 
than a year later, Nixia moved to Panamá City with her children for their education, 
                                                
160 An exception is made for women anthropologists, soon encouraged to dress and to learn to sew 
mola, to do what Kuna women do, as they want to learn from them about their lives. 
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and she said on the phone that she lacked time to sew mola because of the frantic 
rhythm and high cost of urban living, including rent for the house, transport, food, 
drinks, school expenses, and so on. For Nixia (a single mother), the pace and high 
cost of urban life are linked to waged work, since she has to work to earn money for 
education, and this reduces her mola making time substantially. But it should be 
noted that, from a Kuna perspective, there is no particular value attached to moving 
into urban areas apart from earned wages and education, being the main reasons to 
migrate. Kuna migrants point out that the features of ordinary life in San Blas are 
missing from their urban lives, such as tranquillity, the pursuing of subsistence 
activities, eating tule masi everyday, and having time to make mola.  
In the frame of everyday time in Okopsukkun, the morning epitomizes 
tranquillity. This is the time for conducting gendered productive activities at home 
and in the forest or the sea, where men produce food for their wife, children, and by 
extension for their in-laws. In the morning, when men leave their houses, the village 
is silent and still, and everything seems almost motionless. Women are at home, and 
the village pathways are quite deserted, with children at school, or taking naps 
between feeds. Practically and conceptually, quietness recalls that the flawlessness 
of everyday activities is in motion, and nothing disrupts this flow. Men, as 
generators of food abundance, undertake food production activities outside the 
village space, and in the house, these activities are paralleled with female tasks of 
the preparation of homemade drinks, laundry, meal preparation, and mola making. 
For adult women, tranquillity is linked to the execution of mola, and to their 
corporeal behaviour to realize blouses. Tranquillity, as a distinctive feature of mola 
making, has curiously received little ethnographic attention, but it is the essential 
pre-condition for the minute tactile and visual activity at work in the realization of 
mola. Taken from the perspective of daily social processes, making mola is a 
temporal activity “meshed with the bodily behaviour of the producer” (Munn 1973: 
215). Making mola blouses is governed by an elaborate set of procedures related to 
reduced mobility. These procedures imply the strong control of movements, with 
women sitting and bending their heads and shoulders slightly to cut, fold and sew 
layers of coloured fabric, revealing progressively a graphic form, among the layers. 
The fine work of mola making is an intense labour activity (c.f. Hirschfeld 1977), 
done at home and alternating with other everyday activities.  
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Plate 17 – Above: readjusting muswe. Middle: sisters. 
Below: dressing the anthropologist 
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Plate 18 – Above, middle and below: sewing mola 
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A woman makes mola when everything is quiet at home. Quietness or 
tranquillity (po taet), as the value of Kuna sociability, connect the ideal of 
conducting a peaceful social existence that is not disrupted by problems, conflicts, 
or illness, to the monotonous and relentless repetition of daily activities realized 
according to the value of kinship. 
 
2. Change and Continuity 
The gendered inflection of daily activities is particularly marked in Okopsukkun and 
throughout San Blas. As described in chapter two and above, married men engage in 
ordinary activities outside the village space and generate food, materials, and cash. 
Upon this, the Kuna put forward the nature of male identities and conjugal relations 
from the perspective of the husband. From their statements, it is also stressed that 
men are attached to the house through their wives. This is not to say that Kuna 
women are banned from activities outside the house, and the sale of mola to the 
national and international markets clearly shows that women engage in commercial 
relations with non-Kuna outsiders, at once realising their taste and satisfying the 
demands for distinctive ethnic art161. From the sale of mola, women generate cash 
which is re-invested into purchasing food and goods for their kinspersons, or used to 
add to their own wardrobe. Women purchase items from Colombian traders, using 
coconut-cash as payment, and they do travel to the mainland rainforest for specific 
purposes, such as gathering mangos, catching blue river crabs, or collecting 
materials for the house; they participate in same-sex political activities and in ritual 
life according to their specific roles. But the views of daily activities that Kuna men 
and women put forward in their discourses remark the complementary, different but 
egalitarian, nature of male and female activities, with men fetching products from 
the outside, and women transform these into proper Kuna products.  
Chapter two described how this works in the context of daily meal 
preparation, where men and women work in opposite sex groups and conjugal units 
to produce and prepare the food eaten in the household. Furthermore, the older 
                                                
161 There is a regional Kuna cooperative of mola producers (Cooperativa Productores de Molas) 
based in Panama City and selling mola internationally. It is entirely formed by women from San Blas 
villages, apart from one man working as secretary (c.f. Tice 1995). 
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woman of the house, who owns the kitchen, controls the transformation and 
distribution of food for the entire household, transforming the pot into an icon of the 
complex conjugal and opposite sex relations fundamental to realize daily meals. In 
the context of mola production, married women transform purchased fabrics into the 
core element of the attire that adorns female bodies, by using sewing paraphernalia 
to cut out and sew designed blouses. Female body ornamentation is significant for 
both men and women, as they stand as icons of Kuna distinctiveness created through 
intense, skilled labour and commercial relations with non-Kuna others, the products 
of which are carefully transformed into proper female attire in the house and worn in 
the village.  
According to people in Okopsukkun, in the past spouses would help each 
other with the mainland rainforest activities. Women left the village in the morning 
with their husbands to go to the forest, and engage in activities near the river banks 
such as washing clothes and gathering fruit, and they helped the men to carry the 
produce home. Nixia told me that her mother used to help her father with fishing 
and diving activities, manoeuvring the canoe while he was diving. During the period 
of my fieldwork, most fishermen and divers went out onto the sea in same sex 
groups, and men went out alone to the gardens in the forest. Considering the larger 
historical frame, Kuna literature has reported a progressive shift in the division of 
labour over the last two centuries, with female-centred horticultural activities being 
taken over by men. People in Okopsukkun did not report that women engaged 
autonomously in horticultural activities, but they emphasized that husband and wife 
made daily expeditions to the mainland rainforest, and that kinswomen made all-
female expeditions to the river to collect water.  
When I asked people why women abandoned forest activities and why they 
do not accompany their husbands, they simply replied that they do not. Women 
spend more time at home because they are lazier (wiekue) than women in former 
times. This attribution of laziness is constantly mentioned in the discourses of 
Okopsukkun people comparing former and contemporary people. In general, former 
men and women are described as stronger, more industrious, and indefatigable 
workers. The picture Kuna men give of their deceased grandfathers and former 
Kuna men describes them as waking up before sunrise to conduct productive 
activities and generate food abundance at home, or travelling to other Kuna 
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communities to acquire curing expertise, or working with non-Kuna people to earn 
money. Older women, remembering their youth, said that they went two or three 
times a day to collect water from the mainland river. They also added that now the 
village has a communal aqueduct the daily journeys to the forest are no longer 
needed. Women now wash clothes at home, and cooking and bathing water comes 
from the house plumbing. By living in Okopsukkun, it became clear to me that 
women sew their clothes for personal use and for selling, instead of going into the 
forest when there is no need, since men do all the gardening activities. 
The isolation of women from horticultural activities is complicated however, 
as pointed out by Hirschfeld (1977: 104-123) in his structural-Marxist analysis of 
Kuna art. Hirschfeld convincingly demonstrates that female abandonment of 
horticulture is linked to the production of mola. He argues that mola is the 
transformation of body painting into a labour intensive activity focused in the house. 
His analysis springs from the major availability of wealth, capital, and commodities 
in San Blas due to the intense demand for coconuts by non-Kuna traders, followed 
by intensive commercialization of coconuts over the last century. Hirschfeld 
suggests (ibid: 114), the intensification of mola production operates implicitly 
according to a logic that contrasts the maximization of resources and equalizes the 
access to commodities. Purchasing items of the female attire in quantity and for all 
female adult villagers means quite comprehensibly that each house is reinvesting 
capital in female adornment, instead of capitalizing money. Although Kuna women 
sell their mola, the money earned is always less than the money invested in 
purchasing their ordinary wardrobe. According to Hirschfeld, the investment of cash 
in expensive female bodily ornamentation functions as a “repository of dead-end 
wealth” (ibid: 113). Furthermore, the realization of expensive female life-cycle 
rituals, where cash is invested in purchasing astonishing amounts of ritual 
paraphernalia, materials, and food, is another consistent way of investing capital 
instead of maximizing it. Hirschfeld argues that the male productive unit (father-in-
law/sons-in-law) is mediated by women as the nexus of Kuna households. With the 
isolation from agricultural activities, women are involved in labour intensive, 
domestically focused activities, and this is further underscored by the inheritance of 
the house site itself from mother to daughters (ibid: 114).  
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In line with Hirschfeld’s analysis, it might be argued that the intensification 
of the gendered aspect of Kuna society operates as a device to reduce other 
segmentations, in particular the economic stratification due to the consistent 
availability of cash and wealth. But there is another important feature that 
Hirschfeld’s analysis leaves unaddressed. This is the interrelation between body 
ornamentation and the creation of gendered identities. Kuna people put enormous 
effort into the creation of female bodies through an elaborate set of expensive rituals 
held for girls, and through the generation of cash invested in purchasing materials 
for the realization of female attire. Over the chapters of this thesis, I have variously 
repeated that the views that Kuna people put forward about post-marital residence 
do not see it as a fixed social rule followed by men and women, but as the outcome 
of relationships that constitute personal gendered identities and the wish to live 
together, or the drive to move outside the house to marry. Therefore, it seems to me 
that talking about the female abandonment of agriculture and the transformation of 
body painting into a labour intensive activity point to how social relations have 
changed through time within the creation of gendered identities and Kuna sociality. 
Gow (2001) suggests the possibility of viewing radical changes resulting 
from colonial pressures in terms of continuity. Following this insight, we might ask 
if principles operating before the shift from female-centred to male centred 
horticultural activities are, in some way, also operating in the present day reality of 
Kuna villages. Addressing this question requires further investigation. Although, 
taking inspiration from Gow, I suggest a connection can be drawn between the 
labour intensive activity of mola making, the house, as the place where mola is 
produced, and the settled character of Kuna life that I have expressed over the 
chapters of this thesis. The intensification of female activities at home seems to 
operate according to a similar principle operating during puberty seclusion, 
characterized by the restricted mobility of pubescent girls and the fact that they have 
to remain ‘quiet’ at home162. A Kuna girl remains in seclusion within a specially 
built compartment at home for four days when she reaches puberty. In the 
compartment, the ground is covered with forest leaves, as the girl cannot touch the 
ground, and there is a canoe with water where the girl makes frequent ablutions. A 
                                                
162 This suggestion takes inspiration from Gow’s analysis on the Piro, in relation to their 
abandonment of girls’ festivals and reduced activities of body painting (2001).  
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secluded girl sits quietly and does not engage in other activities. At the end of 
seclusion, a girl is blackened with genipa, and later a drinking festival is held for 
her, during which she dresses in the complete mola attire. 
Kuna female body ornamentation is linked to the complex set of drinking 
festivals held during the stages of the female life cycle, all revolving in different 
ways around the beautification of the body of the neophyte girls through Kuna 
female attire. A married woman always dresses in this attire on an everyday basis, 
and she engages relentlessly in activities of mola making at home, as with almost all 
the other female married villagers. The reduced mobility and the quietness required 
to make mola implicitly recollects a state similar to that of puberty seclusion. It is 
audacious to suggest that Kuna villages have converted themselves into a state of 
puberty seclusion. Nonetheless, this state demonstrates the image of a settled 
everyday life, which is most desirable for Kuna people. The settled character of 
Kuna villages goes along with the creation of proper female personae, which attracts 
men to the house and constitutes the continuity of the house through time. In turn, 
mola making recalls a state of quietness and reduced mobility for body 
ornamentation, which also permeates puberty seclusions and the celebration of 
festivals. This suggestion acquires consistency if we agree that the gendered 
transformations of Kuna society have intensified certain aspects of Kuna social life 
over others, in relation to transformed continuity. Nonetheless, this should be taken 
only as a hypothesis to be further investigated in the light of the time-frame internal 
transformations of Kuna life. This leads to the question of how clothing has changed 
in gendered ways through time, once in response to new relations established with 
non-Kuna people, and in relation to the changing character of Kuna life, not in 
isolation from the outside world. 
 
3. The Innovations of Female Clothing 
In the seventeenth century, the English buccaneer Lionel Wafer lived in the Darién 
rainforest with the ancestors of contemporary Kuna people. A new voyage and 
description of the Isthmus of America published in 1699 in London, is an account of 
their lives. Lionel Wafer reported the fervent fascination that western clothes 
exerted on the indigenous people of the Darién rainforest and, in particular, on 
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women, generally occupied painting their faces and bodies with bright vegetal dyes. 
According to Wafer, in the seventeenth century, Indian men wore penis covers or 
loincloths, necklaces and feathers, and women wore wraparound cotton clothes, 
nose rings, and beadwork. Wafer, intrigued by the visual appearance of Indians 
wrote “both Men and Women when painted, and set out with all these fineries, make 
no ordinary Figures” (1888[1699]: 89 in Salvador 1997: 156). Manufactured goods 
and objects like machetes, axes, knives, beads, and money did not exert similar 
interest in Darién natives as the exotic clothes of white people. For instance, George 
Parker Wilson, the editor of Wafer’s book, wrote a brief note on the first encounter 
between Wafer’s chief, the buccaneer William Damper, and the Darién Indian chief.  
We tempted him with Beads, Money, Machetes, or Long Knives; but 
nothing would work on him, till one of our men took a Sky-coloured 
petticoat out of his bag and put it on his wife; who was so much 
pleased with the Present, that she immediately began to chatter to her 
Husband, and soon brought him into a better humour. He could then 
tell us that he knew the way to the North side (ibid: 137-138).  
Clothes came to mediate the encounters and constitution of social relations 
between the Darién chief and the white people chief in the seventeenth century. 
Trading relations were typically controlled by high-ranking chiefs who showed 
Wafer some white people’s clothes they had obtained by trading with other 
neighbouring Indians in contact with Spaniards (ibid: 337). The account reported 
above also shows the link between trading and gender, with the Darién chief brought 
“into a better humour” by his wife, after the gift of the sky-coloured petticoat. Why 
was this a desirable item to appropriate over others from English buccaneers? And 
what was it that the ancestors of Kuna people found interesting about white people’s 
clothing? Addressing these questions historically would require specific research. 
Nonetheless, these questions can be useful in exploring some aspects of significance 
and the use of clothing for contemporary Okopsukkun Kuna people, on the basis of 
their modes of thinking the relations with foreigners and the appropriation of some 
of their items over others.  
Wafer’s account of seventeenth century Darién Indians mentions the 
fascination women had for colours, and their activities of body painting with 
coloured vegetal dyes. In discussing past time bodily ornamentation, my informants 
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did not mention the existence of elaborate body painting, while some of them 
provided interesting details on former styles of clothing. Some old women, 
remembering their deceased female kinswomen, said that they designed their 
petticoats, worn underneath the sapurret, one over the other in a sort of layered way. 
On the other hand, some male specialists mentioned that Kuna ancestors realized 
bark cloth and other forms of bodily adornments made by layering coloured plumes 
and other vegetal items. It could be suggested that bodily ornamentation was already 
invested in the materiality of layered things before the novel technique of 
composing reverse-appliqué blouses was created. One could also suggest that 
contemporary Kuna women manifest a similar fervent fascination for colours like 
that reported by Wafer for coloured vegetal dyes, but now exerted using the vibrant 
fabrics purchased from the markets in Panamá City, sewn for the potential of a novel 
layering technology made with needles, scissors, and thread.  
With increasing trading and commercial relations developed by Kuna men 
over the last two centuries, fabric became the element purchased directly from non-
Kuna outsiders. Along with fabrics came haberdashery items such as scissors, thread 
and needles (c.f. Salvador 1997). As mentioned above, sewing mola blouses 
involves superimposing two or more layers of coloured fabrics. Designed patterns 
are realized by cutting and sewing the layered fabrics in such a manner that their 
different colours become visible in the reverse-appliqué mode. I strongly suspect 
that the singular technique required to sew mola coincides with the interest of Kuna 
people in layered things and for colours. In fact, if Kuna women became gradually 
less interested in body painting with vegetal dyes, their fascination for coloured 
fabrics demanded the immediate action of cutting and sewing, to intensify the visual 
impact of colours translated into novel eccentric female ornamentation. Kuna people 
appreciate designed clothes (mola narmakkalet), particularly those with contrasting 
colours. These are beautiful, yer taileke, which means literally ‘to be highly visible’. 
Women do not appreciate pale colours, while highly contrasting colours generate 
comments about their beauty. Mola is the transformational combination of styles of 
adornment using vegetal dyes and materials, to the potentiality of purchased 
coloured fabrics and items from the outside. Available historical evidence argues 
that mola is the transformation of body painting into a labour intensive activity of 
making clothes with imported fabrics (Hirschfeld 1977; Salvador 1978,1997). Here, 
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I am suggesting that this novel female clothing style is in continuity with an interest 
in the layering of clothing and colours, upon which styles of ornamentation have 
been transformed. In the last section of this chapter, I will return to the layering of 
Kuna clothing. 
Travel literature reports that Kuna women did not dress in mola before the 
mid-1800s. Through expedition reports and photographic material, Salvador (1997) 
has tracked some of the transformations of this female clothing style over the last 
two centuries. In 1872, a British merchant and trader called Roberts described Kuna 
women in the Darién dressed “in wrappers of blue baftas, or stripped cotton of their 
own manufacture, reaching from the breast to a little lower than a calf of the leg” 
and “over the head was thrown a piece of blue bafta or sahempore, completely 
covering the back, breasts, and one side of the face” (Roberts 1872: 43, in Salvador 
1997:156). Photographic images taken in 1912 show Kuna women with gold nose 
rings, earrings, and coin necklaces, beadwork coiled around the arms and legs, 
wraparound skirts covering the knees, and “chemise of coloured cotton, composed 
of various layers of appliqué work neatly sewed together forming very curious 
designs” (Bell 1909: 630, in Salvador 1997: 156). Progressively, the large and long 
mola dresses of the 1920s have changed into a shorter, tighter blouse, wrapping the 
upper part of the body.  
Nowadays, in the noisy streets of Panamá City centre, most textile shops 
have Poplin fabrics in vibrant primary colours for Kuna costumers. The female blue 
printed fabric that Kuna women use as skirts is sold by the metre, along with the red 
headscarves. In Okopsukkun, several old and adult women have never travelled to 
Panamá City, and only recently, some women have started accompanying their 
daughters to the capital to pursue secondary school education and to follow their 
husbands who have moved to urban areas for work. Older women might also visit 
their younger married daughters who have moved to urban areas, or they might 
travel whenever they or their close kin need hospitalization.  
When they travel to Panamá City, women go shopping to purchase 
merchandise and items for their attire. Panamanian dealers are well aware of the 
specific aesthetic preferences and judgements for the coloured cotton and synthetic 
materials purchased by their Kuna customers. Avenida Central, the cheap downtown 
shopping street in Panamá City, is replete with groups of Kuna women in their 
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colourful attire walking with small children, or Kuna couples with a husband 
accompanying his wife when shopping. 
Most mola dressed women understand Spanish well, but consistently refuse 
to talk wakkaya, ‘the language of foreigners’, instead of their tule kaya, ‘people’s 
language’. When she goes shopping, a woman uses the mediation of her daughter 
who talks Spanish at school and dresses in western clothes, or the mediation of her 
husband, familiar with the world of non-Kuna people through working relations. 
Ewart (2007: 48-50) has noted a similar attitude among Brazilian Panará women. 
She describes that in urban contexts where the relation with Brazilians becomes 
crucial for acquiring goods, Panará men wear Brazilian clothes and speak Brazilian 
so as to be treated like Brazilians in their world. Women let their husbands “go first” 
(ibid: 47), and this is also seen in their village, where men walk first and women 
follow when they go in pairs to hunt and gather in the forest. This aspect introduces 
the discussion on the gendered dimension of clothing for the Kuna. This aspect has 
been left unanalysed in Kuna literature, leaving the complex interrelations between 
clothing and opposite sex relations unexplored. Following Ewart, I suggest that 
Kuna male and female attire should be addressed in mutually interdependent terms, 
if we want to appreciate the broader significance of using clothes and body 
ornamentation for the Kuna.  
 
4. Dressing in White People’s Clothes 
Similar to many other indigenous groups, the Kuna have gendered clothing styles: 
while Kuna women sew their distinctive blouses, Kuna men wear ready-made non-
indigenous clothes. Innovations in opposite gender clothing styles coincided and 
began in the mid-1800s with growing commercial and political relations with 
outsiders and the availability of money, fabric, clothes, and other purchased 
merchandise. Clothing has been a notoriously thorny concern for Amazonian 
ethnographies dealing with acculturation and change. Recent ethnographies have 
focused on the mimetic appropriation of various elements of non-indigenous others, 
proposing different ways of looking at the adoption of white people’s clothing by 
Amazonians to that of a loss of culture and authenticity (c.f. Taylor 2007). These 
studies show how indigenous people dressing and acting like white people have 
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their own distinctive ways of claming to be white, and to use tangible and intangible 
elements from foreigners such as clothing, language, or mode of commercial 
relations (Gow 2001, 2007; Vilaça 2007; Ewart 2007; Santos Granero 2009). 
Clothing is a metaphor for transformations, and Ewart (ibid: 45-46) argues that 
foreign clothes have a similar status as feathers and body painting, in that clothing is 
the temporary transformation and assimilation of the attributes of other beings so as 
to engage in relations with them. Therefore, Panará men wear foreign clothes, not as 
an attempt to become white but rather as the activation of certain attributes of being 
white for entering into the world of white people.  
For Kuna men, wearing white people’s clothes is a slightly different issue. 
Compared to the ease with which some Amazonians claim to be white by wearing 
their clothes, or to their use of different clothing styles (feathers and painted 
ornamentation, or white people’s clothes) for the temporary activation of certain 
attributes of others in order to deal with them, men in Okopsukkun never expressed 
the wish to become white, yet they have actually rejected Kuna hand-made clothes 
and male body ornamentation to wear purchased clothes on an everyday basis. 
According to some old people in Okopsukkun, their deceased grandfathers wore 
large golden earrings and necklaces, which were removed whenever they worked in 
urban areas and worn again when they returned to the village. When asked why such 
ornaments have been permanently discarded, some old people recall pragmatically 
that their grandfathers sold these for money. They explained that in some 
circumstances, selling their golden jewels for money was an alternative to 
temporarily moving to urban areas for waged labour. In the present, compared to the 
home-based continuous, intensive activities of blouse sewing or beadwork, Kuna 
men do not devote any time to their bodily ornamentation and they concentrate their 
activities and most of their time outside the house, fishing and gardening, attending 
night-time political reunions, visiting kinspersons living apart, playing football and 
basketball, or moving to urban areas for waged labour163. The intense attachment of 
women to the home is paralleled by a male sociality mainly projected outside the 
house, through quotidian productivity, working for wages, political and recreational 
activities. The difference between men and women, and the different lives they 
                                                
163 Men weave baskets for domestic use and some of them carve kitchen instruments.  
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conduct, can be seen in their distinctive clothing styles, the female style being hand-
made and colourful with the mixing of beads, gold jewels, red headscarf and blue 
skirt, and mola; the male attire based on purchased, ready to wear clothes. Kuna men 
wear shorts, trousers of khaki or denim, T-shirts, shirts, polo shirts, socks, trainers, 
rubber boots, plastic shoes, trilby, or basketball caps. 
Nonetheless, if “traditional” ornaments have been progressively given up in 
favour of non-Kuna attire, a closer look into male clothing in Okopsukkun reveals 
some variations in style depending on the contexts, relative age and status of men. 
This is reflected in the choice of certain elements of white people’s clothing over 
others (c.f. Fortis 2009). Firstly, there is a remarkable difference between clothes 
used in the village and clothes used in the forest. Clothes are purchased to wear in 
the village for political meetings, visiting, and drinking rituals. When clothes 
become old through wear and tear and washing, they are then worn for productive 
activities. Ritual activities and political meetings in the village require special attire, 
depending on the role of the specialist, and there is uniformity in attire worn by the 
same specialists. For instance, during meetings in the gathering house, all saylakana 
(village leaders) in Okopsukkun wear similar clothing comprising, white shirt, 
trousers, and a black trilby. Old botanical experts and singers of curing songs wear 
trousers, polo shirt or shirt, Panama hat, and a necklace of different coloured beads, 
depending on the curing knowledge exerted. For instance, a man wears a red bead 
necklace if he knows muu ikar, the shamanic song to ease delivery; coloured if he 
knows how to cure maladies provoked by visible and invisible snakes; blue if he 
knows how to cure madness. Counsellors wear jeans, polo shirt, and basketball hat, 
as do policemen (suaripet), with the addition of a carved stick used during meetings, 
or when they shout at villagers to gather together for a meeting in the gathering 
house. Younger men wear shorts, T-shirts, jeans, trainers, football kit, or other 
clothes according to the fashion style of Panamanian teen-age boys. People 
constantly remarked that boys wear underpants to play outside the house and do not 
pay as much attention to clothes as girls do. However, parents dress their sons in 
shop-bought clothes such as T-shirts, trousers, and trainers. In sum, there is a proper 
Kuna way of dressing in white people’s clothes, and clothing signals internal roles 
and asymmetric relations between younger and older men, and between different 
types of specialists.  
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Plate 19 – Above: father and sons. Below: Okopsukkun chiefs 
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Therefore, if Kuna men have begun to wear white people’s clothes, the 
material presented so far suggests that some elements are preferred over others, and 
this rests upon the development of male personhood across the stages of the life 
cycle and the specific knowledge acquired through time. 
In Mimesis and Alterity (1993), Taussig suggests that Kuna men have striven 
to become white through mimetic appropriation of elements of the western world, 
such as clothes, images, or carved statues resembling white people. He also argues 
that there is a certain agreement between Kuna men and white men that they should 
look the same, through mimesis, while Kuna women should appear as Others (ibid: 
154). Certainly, the innovation of male and female clothing mirror each other in 
reverse, with female innovations stressing the distinctiveness of Kuna attire, and 
male innovations appropriating the clothing of non-Kuna people. The problem is 
more complicated if we take seriously the fact that Kuna men never claim or assert 
the wish to become white, and if we consider that there is a particular type of white 
people’s clothing selected. This aspect requires further investigation, but at issue 
here is the significance of clothing, and the Kuna logic of their relations with non-
Kuna foreigners.  
That Kuna men quickly abandoned loincloths for flannel shirts and linen 
trousers is reported in travel and ethnographic literature, in the context of the 
relations that Darién and San Blas leaders, and later most adult men, entertained 
with non-Kuna travellers, scientists, traders, the U.S military, politicians, and 
bosses. There are two categories of otherness ordinarily used in Okopsukkun, waka 
and merki. In general, waka means non-Kuna. For example the non-Kuna teachers at 
the primary school in Okopsukkun are called waka, and included in this category are 
Colombian traders or non-Kuna neighbours when people move to Panamá City. 
Merki (meaning ‘not from here’) refers generally to white people, such as the North 
Americans the Kuna established working relations with on the military base of the 
Panamá Canal, or Europeans. For instance, I was classified as merki, because I am 
white and because my kinspersons were living far away from Panamá.  
Pervasive themes in Okopsukkun men’s accounts on urban waka and merki 
life-styles are about the violent and exploitative relations that people have with one 
another, the absolute dependence on money to purchase food and for transport, the 
absence of mutual help, sharing, exchange, and instead, robberies, homicides, and 
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crimes committed on a daily basis. People contrast the lives of Panamanians with 
the values operating in their village and in the everyday lives of Kuna people. 
Okopsukkun is the space where quietness is continuously fostered through micro-
quotidian practices, where food is available and appropriated through hard work in 
the forest and the sea carried out by men for their wives and children, where 
villagers do not kill each other, but have close and intense relations with the constant 
availability of kinspersons. Nordenskiöld, in recounting Kuna people’s ideas about 
the afterlife, reports that “in the other world the Indian is rich and the white man is 
poor. Everything which the white man now has, such as steamboats, automobiles 
and trains, will belong in the other world to Indians” (1938: 291) and these ideas 
have not changed much in the course of some seventy years. In Okopsukkun, people 
describe the world of the dead as Panamá City, with luminous lights and residential 
areas, with the dead enjoying all the merchandise and money now belonging to 
white people. People say that the Great Father gave different lives to Kuna and 
white people, including Panamanians and North Americans. To Kuna people, the 
Great Father gave the forest for food. To white people, he gave money to purchase 
it. This is significant, since the production of food, eating, and the establishing of 
nourishing relations is at the core of the way Kuna people conceptualize kinship ties. 
This makes all the difference regarding white people. 
But indeed Kuna men wear white people’s clothes, purchase their 
manufactured objects, they possess high-skilled knowledge acquired through 
education in secondary schools and universities in Panamá City, and they engage in 
working, political, and commercial relations with white people. Are these aspects 
that clash with the values of Kuna sociality? Do they confirm a latent desire to 
become white? To properly address these questions requires and deserves further 
research. Nonetheless, in the statements of Okopsukkun men, there is the constant 
remark that Kuna people are different from white people, and for a long time people 
have known well the non-Kuna world, its values and life style. As one Okopsukkun 
man suggested once, ‘our grandfathers understood that this is the époque of the 
Republic of Panamá’. He was commenting on the internal Kuna debate that occurred 
when the Panamanian state was created in 1903, with two factions: one pro-
Colombia and one pro-Panamá. The two factions were divided according to a 
principle of age, with younger men pro-Panamá and older men pro-Colombia. 
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According to my informant, the two factions finally agreed that they had to deal 
with Panamá in order to obtain political recognition and at the same time, govern 
their villages with a certain degree of independence from the national society.  
Photographic documentation taken in the early 1900s, show a delegation of 
Kuna men dressed in suits and ties at the Smithsonian Institute in Washington D.C. 
for physical anthropological research because of the presence of albinism among the 
Kuna (c.f. Salvador 1997)164. There are published photographs of elegantly dressed 
Kuna leaders with hats and medals during official political meetings with the 
Panamanian government or the U.S government about the Canal. In the first 
ethnological compendium of Kuna culture published in 1938, there is the 
photograph of the Kuna Rubén Pérez, secretary of the famous seer Nele Kantule, 
wearing a suit and bow tie at the Gothenburg Museum in Sweden, where he brought 
written documents and shamanic songs from San Blas to the baron and 
anthropologist Erland Nordenskiöld. The importance of these relations and their 
logic is remarked in the statement of the seer Nele Kantule, often repeated in the 
neighbouring village Ustupu by its inhabitants: ‘you have to know the snake in order 
to extract the cure from it’. As people suggested, the seer was pointing to the 
necessity to know about white people and to appropriate their knowledge in order to 
deal with them for the benefit of Kuna life.  
In Washington D.C. or in Sweden, in the past and in contemporary official 
meetings with the Panamanian government, Kuna men more than confidently use 
the numerous capabilities required to deal with powerful others. Kuna chiefs dress 
elegantly, and they have younger university educated Kuna men as interpreters 
(called sikkwi) to effectively translate chiefs’ speeches into the specialist legal and 
political language used by non-Kuna people to pursue political agendas with 
success. 
It might be suggested that the use of white people’s clothing is one way 
among numerous other capabilities that Kuna people have used with effectiveness to 
deal with non-indigenous others. The San Blas Kuna have obtained their reserve and 
enjoy a certain degree of independence from Panamá, and they have also negotiated 
with the national and international markets, they have contracted health and 
                                                
164 An albino woman was also in the delegation of Kuna men brought to Washington D.C.  
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educational facilities, they have their cultural and political councils with offices in 
Panamá, their research centres negotiating and engaging in projects, and they have 
Kuna representatives in the Panamanian government. Therefore, it could be 
suggested that Kuna people wearing white people’s clothing is a mode of dealing 
with foreigners, but at the same time these clothes have become distinctively Kuna 
and worn according to Kuna ways in their villages. 
It also seems appropriate to suggest that in their manners of adopting white 
people’s clothing and knowledge, Kuna men affirm their distinctiveness by 
“competing with the Whites at their own game”, as Taylor has suggested for the 
Achuar (2007: 145). In Okopsukkun, men made the point that their village is a 
university where anthropologists learn Kuna culture from Kuna 
professors/specialists. Men used to compare their system of political congress to the 
government, embassies and institutions of a State, and they remarked that Kuna 
institutions are better organized than the Panamanian example. Kuna people have 
polyglot auxiliary spirits aware of the military techniques of the U.S. military forces 
to battle pathogenic spirits; and a young Kuna man working in the Panamanian 
police force said that U.S. soldiers in Afghanistan speak tule kaya, Kuna language, 
to keep important information from Afghani spies. Taylor suggests that for 
Jivaroans “being better at ‘whiteness’ than the Whites is just another way of being 
Shuar” (ibid: 145). In many ways, this is also true for the Kuna. In the course of 
their life trajectories, Kuna men engage variously in relations with non-Kuna 
foreigners, learning not only how to deal advantageously with white men, but also to 
run their villages independently from non-Kuna people, using competences acquired 
from them. Kuna men never claim to be white and they continuously control their 
life-style so as not to drift toward an un-wanted whiteness and they continuously 
struggle to enact and reproduce the values of sociability, which are distinctively 
Kuna.  
 
5. Conclusion: A View of Kuna Sociality through Mola 
In this chapter, I have tried to discuss how gender works for the Kuna, within their 
communities and in relation to the outside. Kuna people tend to operate a 
geographical distinction between their saturated communities and what is at the 
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edges: the sea, the mainland rainforest, the river, and the airstrip, where small 
airplanes land and take off every morning to and from Panamá City. The creation of 
Kuna communities as geographically distinct spaces, have been an intentional 
project, and Okopsukkun people comment on their settled and saturated village as 
the place where kinspersons are available to one another in intense and constant 
everyday interactions. According to Okopsukkun people, living together in one 
crowded village makes people kwenatkan (kinspersons) to one another. It is the 
praxis of everyday life that constantly recreates Kuna sociability and makes people 
living together become kinspersons, and different from the people and the entities 
living outside the village space, to whom a different kind of sociality and different 
values are attributed. In this chapter, I have focused on how the praxis of mola 
making comes into play in defining and setting up the distinction between Kuna and 
non-Kuna persons, the interior and the exterior of their villages. Hence, in the 
material presented I have shown the distinctive praxis of  mola making, which 
transforms money and purchased materials into beautiful and distinctive attire for 
daily use. As I have repeatedly stressed, the house is the core of the realization of  
mola, as it is the core of processes of transformation of produce coming from the 
exterior into nourishment, and reproducing Kuna sociability and personhood. This 
can be seen clearly in the image of a Kuna house with  mola panels hanging on the 
walls, standing like a pregnant belly inside of which Kuna everyday life and persons 
are reproduced. Men engage with the exterior, acquiring materials, cash, raw food, 
which are then processed at home, and they acquire the knowledge of other people 
and beings to run their villages almost independently from outsiders. But the 
material presented also illustrates that the inside and outside spaces are created 
through particular modes of relationships, and they are not stable or fixed places, 
although the geography of Kuna villages suggests an idea of permanency and 
stability over time. People in Okopsukkun perceive their everyday life under the 
constant menace of drifting towards violence, selfishness, laziness which are 
qualities connoting the life of waka, non-Kuna people, and great effort is spent in 
reproducing the continuous and relentless course of everyday praxis. The inside and 
the outside are inherently linked and always potentially regressive, in positive terms, 
when manufactured goods, materials, and knowledge are appropriated and re-
inserted inside, and in negative terms, when the outside turns against from within 
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and disrupts human sociability. As McCallum argues for the Cashinahua, “the 
outside itself is thought as the outward manifestations of other ‘insides” (2001: 88). 
A  mola blouse, made of superimposed layers of fabric, may be used as a metaphor 
to talk about Kuna sociality, where the surface of a  mola panel is the outward 
manifestation of the layers of fabrics superimposed, cut, shaped and sewn. The 
layers of fabric attached to one another recall the image of the never-ending 
regressive relation between inside and outside, at the basis of the creation of persons 
and Kuna sociality.  
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Concluding remarks 
 
 
 
It is not the foreign words for social roles that make it difficult to explain kinship, it 
is that the explanation shakes the structure of our own thought. 
(Siskind, To Hunt in the Morning 1973) 
 
 
 
The present study has been the first step of an ethnographic project aimed at 
understanding the part played by a particular pattern of Kuna life, which I have 
called saturation, in the modelling of their spatial patterns and social relations. One 
of the underlying themes has been to view saturation within the reality of everyday 
life. I have drawn attention to how the Kuna make sense of saturation, and how they 
create a social aesthetic out of it, reiterated throughout a range of actions, bodily 
ornamentation, ritual and day-to-day contexts, onto which people’s notions about 
subjectivity, social relations, and life are fastened. These conclusive remarks are not 
directed at “closing” this ethnographic project, but rather at retracing some of the 
issues I have engaged with to highlight the interrelation between Kuna kinship and a 
life in saturation. 
The link between Kuna kinship, saturation, and micro-quotidian praxis lies 
in the ethnographic material itself presented over the preceding chapters. I began 
this study by recounting how saturation came to me as a gut feeling, when I first 
walked with Nixia Pérez along the intricate pathways of Okopsukkun and I 
remember thinking that a stranger looses any sense of orientation around these 
entangled roads. Indeed, I had well founded and practical reasons for thinking this, 
since it took a long time before I felt comfortable walking alone along these 
pathways winding through the clutter of houses. Thereafter, micro-quotidian 
gestures and the elaborate web of relations among villagers revealed to be guided by 
the leitmotif of social saturation analogously played out in the compact and dense 
village layout.  
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In all my thinking about the peculiar Kuna aesthetic of space, saturation did 
not make sense if I was just to posit it as a function of external factors, while there 
was great potential in exploring the desire for living together prompted by people in 
Okopsukkun, and in considering saturation as something these people seek to effect 
from within their own lives. As I have shown in chapter five, multiplications are 
performed at the intra-personal level through the birth ritual and the dividing of the 
neonatal body into two sets of halves. What the chapter has demonstrated is that 
multiplication, as a form of saturation, creates and qualifies a person as a Kuna 
human being, under the process of dividing into parts, some of which are rendered 
invisible (buried) to allow others to thrive. Therefore, saturation is in the process of 
persons making, constantly enacted in day-to-day nourishing relations and ritual 
praxis, and modelling the sense that Kuna adults and old people have on the 
processes of kinship.  
Over the chapters, I have insisted that social categories and the difference 
between Kuna and non-Kuna people (including animals, spirits, ghosts, Colombian 
sailors, and white people) are prompted in relation to bodies. This brings into light 
the other main theme of this study, that is the significance attached to bodies and 
social relations. Idioms of corporeality, processes related to the creation of bodies, 
corporeal idioms referring to kinship relations (particularly discussed in chapter 
four) are themes underlying the present study. The body, nurtured and allowed to 
thrive in nourishing relations, is the idiom used to explain proximity or social 
distance between co-residents and people living in other houses within the village, 
and certainly the distance with non-Kuna beings. For instance, anus-less ghosts and 
spirits cannot orchestrate between oral and anal functions, therefore they lack bodies 
and the capacity to bring kinship into being. I have shown how Kuna people, in 
contrast to spirits, fabricate the bodies of their children through quotidian nourishing 
gestures, which in turn brings memory into being in children echoing the ways of 
some Amazonian peoples (c.f. Gow 1991; Matos Viegas 2003). Kuna kinship is 
articulated in the positions of nurture givers and nurture receivers, and this 
highlights the enactment of kinship relations based on nourishment, the creation of 
bodies, and their transformations over the life cycle (c.f. chapter two).  
Since the 1970s, the body has been a classical theme of Amazonian 
ethnographies (since Seeger et al. 1979), and this study has been inspired by these 
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works, at the same time revisiting them in the light of my ethnography on the Kuna. 
So, I posit a question about real food that has received surprisingly little attention in 
Amazonian ethnographies dealing with the fabrication of bodies as the central tenet: 
if real food fabricates real bodies and it is a central idiom of social relations in the 
region, why is it that real food is often the combination of vegetables and meat? 
Following an insight from Lévi-Strauss (1968), in chapter two I have suggested that 
vegetables and meat recollect different models of social relations, namely 
consanguinity and conjugality, both essential to the reproduction of social life. 
Recent Amazonian ethnographies aptly demonstrate that bodies are not the natural 
grounds upon which society is inscribed (Vilaça 2005; Viveiros de Castro 2009), 
and I have insisted on the importance of not taking for granted the quotidian 
gestures that fabricate such bodies. For instance, the praxis of cooking real food, 
among the Kuna, instantiates saturation in continuous actions of mixing and 
separating ingredients before a meal is displayed on separate plates and eaten. By 
analysing the significance of food and kinship, I have suggested that a cooking pot is 
an icon of Kuna households with conjugal and consanguineal relations at the core.  
Chapters five and six aimed at turning from the question of kinship and 
bodies to the actual subjective story and experience of new “persons in the making”, 
beginning from prenatal stages of life. Moreover of being inherently processual, as I 
have demonstrated in these chapters, kinship is created within a field of mutual 
communications between adults and children. Adults make sense of babies’ 
corporeal and acoustic signals (e.g. crying) as eliciting the potential for becoming 
humans. I have shown how acoustic communications of infants are glossed as the 
acoustic communications of birds, which progressively develops into a proper 
human language used volitionally for addressing those kinspersons who nourish 
them (chapter six). Connected to this, there are strong concerns for sleepy, silent, 
and self-absorbed babies who are considered to be connected to animals and under 
constant threat of disengagement from the world of humanity and kinship. 
Curiously, in Amazonian discussions on kinship and alterity, predation and 
domestication, or perspectivism (the tenet of recent ethnographies), the status of 
foetuses and children as animals have hitherto remained unexplored, as Belaunde 
aptly observes (cf. also Vilaça 2002). I would suggest that there is great potential for 
research and comparative discussion on how people make sense of babies in 
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prenatal and postnatal stages of life, particularly within ontologies where humanity 
is a broader category extended to animals and other beings.  
This introduces us to the last theme discussed throughout the chapters of this 
thesis: the proliferation of alterity within the village, and its relation with alterity 
outside the edges of Kuna saturated communities. An outcome of the consubstantial 
nature of Kuna households is that people living in other houses are less related than 
co-residents, especially when quotidian gestures of nurture giving and commensality 
are absent. Despite people manifesting the ideal of living within a community of kin, 
distant ties proliferate within their village. This is attested in the complex networks 
of friendships which bind villagers as non-relatives, and in their view of close kin 
ties as realized within an intergenerational cycle of relations from grandparents to 
grandchildren, which corresponds to the circle of co-residents and co-eaters.  
In chapter three, I show that the celebration of female life-cycle rituals 
reduces the distance between co-villagers attached to different houses, which invert 
the patterns of everyday sociability from autonomous houses to the centre of the 
village. As I have argued, this inversion is mediated by inna kaipi, the strong Kuna 
beer, which reduces the sociological distance between villagers and the ontological 
distance between Kuna people, spirits, and the dead. The bodies of villagers change 
under the consumption of large quantities of beer, and their souls leave and are 
projected into the celestial vault, to orchestrate the transformations of a neophyte 
girl concerning her new soul, her ritual name, her clothing, and hairstyle. Connected 
to the manipulation of sociological and ontological alterity, female life-cycle rituals 
are occasions to celebrate marriages. In chapter four, we see that a large village like 
Okopsukkun has a vast internal matrimonial area, and marriages are preferentially 
contracted between partners linked in the above generations. I have pointed out that 
these marriages entangle villagers, reducing the social distance generated for 
genealogical progression and favouring the regeneration of kinship within the 
village.  
All the pathways underlying the chapters briefly summarized here, lead to 
the question of what it is at the edges of a life in saturation and this is addressed 
through the lens of the gendered forms that clothing takes for the Kuna, and its 
implications for understanding the complex interrelation between outside and inside, 
consanguinity and conjugality, male and female biographies, and the gendered 
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inflection of Kuna society. I have discussed Kuna men as confidently managing to 
extend relations of alterity with white men to appropriate tangible and intangible 
elements from the outside, including money, clothes, knowledge, healthcare, and 
purchased goods. And historically, for some Kuna men, these relations spread out to 
faraway places, including Washington D.C., Sweden, and other countries in Europe, 
where they travelled as sailors.  
As I am writing these pages, I have on my desk the Historical and 
Ethnological Survey of the Cuna Indians (Nordenskiöld 1938) opened at the pages 
where the Kuna Ruben Pérez is portrayed as intriguingly attired and wearing a bow 
tie. This was in September 1931, and the picture was taken in Panamá City, 
immediately before his trip to Sweden (ibid: XI), and another photograph at the 
Gotebörg Ethnographic Museum while he was cataloguing the Kuna collection. 
How was this way of being distinctively Kuna, or this Cunaité as Sherzer has calls 
it, created over time? The Kuna are unusual in Lowland Central and South America 
in many ways, including their spatial patterns, demographical size, their fierce mode 
of dealing with outsiders, and their female attire. This raises the questions of how 
the Kuna came to be who they are, and under which specific historical conditions 
they came to live a life that is so uniquely their own.  
In The present state of Bororo study, Lévi-Strauss concludes his discussion 
on Bororo kinship with a compelling observation:  
The Bororo offer an example of a so-called ‘primitive’ society 
motivated by properly political concerns which certain of their myths, 
of a truly singular kind, reflect by illustrating the fantasy of a total 
group identity between individuals and groups, or again between the 
group of the dead and that of the living. Disproving the presupposition 
of a naïve evolutionism, the Bororo would seem, in fact, to have 
resolved a political problem by abandoning a complex kinship 
structure, still evinced by the terminology, in favour of an elementary 
structure thenceforth called upon to order their social practice (1987 
[1983]: 147) 
 This observation points at how the conscious decision of changing occurs 
also in so-called pre-modern societies. Indigenous notions of historicity have 
recently attracted considerable attention for ethnographers, thoroughly exploring the 
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radical changes of Lowland South American people and posing questions on their 
own ways of knowing and constructing the past (c.f. Gow 1991, 2001; Turner 1991; 
Taylor 2007). There is great potential for delving into an in-depth interrogation on 
Kuna perspectives regarding temporality, their own sense of historicity and the 
relations with non-Kuna people, an area not explored in the present study where the 
main focus is on saturation in day-to-day enactments165. In the chapters above, 
rather than just viewing saturation as the interface of ecology and demographical 
augmentation, or as the adaptation to pressures of the State, I have sought to 
understand what saturation might mean for the Kuna. I hope to have demonstrated 
the salience of accounting such a question ethnographically, if one is to make sense 
of Kuna kinship for all the attention that these people intentionally put into creating 
and fostering the web of elaborate relations that bind them intensely together, with 
their houses and with their crowded village. 
 
                                                
165 Themes of social change and history have been object of rigorous analysis in Holloman (1969) 
and Howe (1998).  
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